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 This artist’s work is the product of a process he engaged in to develop a language to express himself as 
DPHDQVRIFRSLQJZLWKLPSULVRQPHQW$JHGLQKLVPLG¿IWLHVDQGVHUYLQJDVHQWHQFHDWWKH0LGODQGV3ULVRQ
KHHQJDJHVZLWKHGXFDWLRQDQGLVGHWHUPLQHGWKDWKLV¿UVWH[SHULHQFHRISULVRQZLOODOVREHKLVODVW+HKDV




had little experience of making art prior to his imprisonment, now he intends to continue painting following 
his release.
 'HVSLWH WKH EOHDN QDWXUH RI WKH LPDJH WKH SDLQWLQJ FRQWULEXWHV WR DQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI WKH UROH RI
education and the arts in prisons. The post-modern title supports an appreciation of the work as a cathartic 
expression of frustration and the artist’s working methods are of interest. After completing a painting he ex-






an everyman, representative of prisoners as a type, and the narrative communicates an extreme physical and 
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FEATURE–HISTORICAL VIGNETTE
Relationships Between Racial Slavery, Incarceration, and Policing, Part I
THOM GEHRING
 The brutal death of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, while in police custody in Minne-
apolis, Minnesota, focused attention in the U.S. on the problem of racism.  Black Lives Matter 
and other organizations helped frame subsequent protests around the relationships between 
racial slavery, incarceration, and policing.  Our task as prison educators is to stretch toward 
clarity. 
 There is a strong parallel between the dehumanization of slaves and the dehumanization 
of prisoners.  One way this dehumanization has been enacted was by blaming individuals for 
their plight with no consideration for historical context.  Genocide against Indigenous Amer-
icans, racial slavery, and penitentiaries all began during the British watch, before American 
independence.  Just as slaves were perceived as lazy and incapable, prisoners were reported to 
be inclined toward “universal riot and debauchery” (Freedman, E. 1981.  Their sister’s keepers: 
Women’s prison reform in America, 1830-1930.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, p. 
47).  
 Prisons had a long history, but they were places where torture and executions took 
place, mostly for political prisoners.  This is particularly evident in American prisons:  “The 
penitentiary was seen as an American invention” (Hughes, R.  1987.  The fatal shore.  New 
York:  Alfred A. Knopf, p. 426).  In 1773, Philadelphia’s Walnut Street Jail was established 
for everyday criminals, by Quakers who advocated it as a holding facility, to replace harsh 
SXQLVKPHQWVVXFKDVPXWLODWLRQVWDJJHULQJ¿QHVDQGSXEOLFKXPLOLDWLRQ&DUQH\/3
Introduction to correctional science.  New York:  McGraw-Hill, pp. 79-82).  Walnut Street Jail 
was new, a penitentiary where criminals could repent, a quiet place.  By 1776, the folks who 
created the jail realized the implications of their design, and they organized The Philadelphia 
Society for Alleviating the Miseries of Public Prisons.  (Teeters, N.K.  1955.  The cradle of the 
penitentiary:  The Walnut Street Jail at Philadelphia, 1773-1835.  Philadelphia:  Pennsylvania 
3ULVRQ6RFLHW\,QWKH-DLOZDVFRQYHUWHGLQWRD6WDWHSHQLWHQWLDU\&DUQH\SS
79-82).  
 Again we see how the punitive penal model of the 21st century in the U.S. that tends to 
erase context from the consideration of the roots of crime, harkens the framework of slavery 
E\EODPLQJVODYHVDVLQIHULRU²GH¿FLHQWLQQDWLYHDELOLW\OD]\LQFDSDEOH7KH\ZHUHSHUFHLYHG
as unable to plan or use time productively.  Slaves were thought to need the structure of slav-
ery—roofs over their heads, food in their bellies.
 Despite differences between historic racial slavery and current incarceration in the U.S., 
there are also clear connections.  The term penal servitude or indentured servitude (slavery, not 
based on race) was associated with penal colonies (Hughes, 1987).  In 1751 Benjamin Franklin 
said America should send a bunch of rattlesnakes to England for every indentured servant they 
&RUUHVSRQGHQFH7KRP*HKULQJ(PDLOJHKULQJWKRP#JPDLOFRP




education and prison reform. He has been a correctional educator since 1972. Dr. Gehring complet-
ed his Ph.D. dissertation on the correctional school district pattern of organization. He serves as the 
KLVWRULDQIRUWKH&RUUHFWLRQDO(GXFDWLRQ$VVRFLDWLRQ(DUOLHUDVD3URIHVVRURI(GXFDWLRQKHZRUNHGWR
GLUHFWWKHHUVWZKLOH('&$FRUUHFWLRQDODQGDOWHUQDWLYHPDVWHUVGHJUHHSURJUDP
Gehring/Journal of Prison Education and Reentry Vol6(3)               244
sent there.  Then the American Revolution succeeded.  But racial slavery did not end until after 
WKH$PHULFDQ&LYLO:DU²ZKHQDOOWKHUXOHVFKDQJHG²EXWRIWHQRQO\RQSDSHU
,QWKH¿UVW\HDUVDIWHUWKH>$PHULFDQ&LYLO@ZDUWKHUHZDVDYLJRURXVHIIRUW
to establish public schools, but these were for whites only.  There had been 
QRGHVLUHWRSURYLGHHGXFDWLRQIRUEODFNVDQGQREHOLHIWKDWWKH\FRXOGEHQH¿W
from it anyway.  The feverish educational work among blacks carried on by 
the Freedmen’s Bureau and a dozen religious and philanthropic agencies had 
FRQYLQFHGIHZZKLWH6RXWKHUQHUVWKDWEODFNVVKRXOGEHHGXFDWHG><HWLWZDV@
GLI¿FXOWWRH[DJJHUDWHWKHHDJHUQHVVRIEODFNVDWWKHFORVHRIWKHZDUWRVHFXUH
an education.  Their several conventions held in 1865 drew up resolutions 
requesting the states to provide educational facilities . . . . Most of the states 
turned a deaf ear.  
When Florida in 1866 made special provisions for the education of blacks by 
LPSRVLQJDWD[RIRQHDFKEODFNPDOHEHWZHHQWZHQW\RQHDQGIRUW\¿YH
and 50 cents per month for each pupil, black parents seized the opportunity to 
send their children to school.  Meanwhile . . . thousands of blacks were avail-
ing themselves of their only educational opportunity in the schools set up by 
the Freedmen’s Bureau . . . (Franklin, J.H.  2013/1961.  Reconstruction after 
the Civil War:  Third edition&KLFDJR8QLYHUVLW\RI&KLFDJR3UHVVSS
108).
 “The paradox of a democracy founded on slavery had at last been done away with” af-
WHUWKH&LYLO:DU'X%RLV:(%Black reconstruction in America, 1860-1880. 
New York:  The Free Press, p. 121).  The cruelty of the slave time continues today.  It resonated 
LQWKHUDZDQJHUIURP-LP&URZWKURXJKWKH&LYLO5LJKWVSHULRGDQGFDQEHGLVFHUQHGLQst 
century patterns of policing and incarceration.  That continuity has been a central feature of 
$PHULFDQKLVWRU\WRGDWH&RQIHGHUDWHVHQWLPHQWVORVWWKH&LYLO:DUEXWZRQWKHSHDFH
 :KLWHVXSUHPDFLVWYLHZVRIEODFNVDVXQ¿W WREH IUHHDQG ODWHUDV LQFDSDEOHRIEH-
ing fully contributing citizens, continues to inform oppressive, discriminatory educational and 
policing practices against Blacks today.  In educational terms, slavery was an anti-education 
institution, and prisons in the U.S. have sometimes functioned that same way.  Further, Foner 
used the term “halfway houses” to describe institutional transitions between slavery and free-
dom, such as the Freedmen’s Bureau (2002/1988.  Reconstruction:  $PHULFD¶VXQ¿QLVKHGEXVL-
ness, 1863-18771HZ<RUN3HUHQQLDO&ODVVLFVS6ZLQWUHSRUWHGWKDWWKHUHZHUH
Freedmen’s Bureau teachers in 1869 (1967.  The Northern teacher in the South:  1862-1870. 
New York:  Octagon Books, Inc., p. 3).  The road to equitable schooling for black communities 
is a history denied, despite the deep desire for education among black people since the time of 
slavery.  This sustained racist view of blacks as inferior people to be feared and controlled, is 
evident in policing practices as well, as is increasingly evident through the video footage of the 
casual brutality of police resulting in untimely deaths of people such as George Floyd, Breonna 
Taylor, Ahmaud Aarbery, Tamir Rice, Jacob Blake and too many others to mention here. 
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 Welcome to Volume 6, Number 3 of the Journal of Prison Education and Reentry.
  Our cover art image, MYVIEWOFTHEWORLDISOBSCUREDBYSTEELBARSOFIN-
CARCERATION was produced by a student at the Midlands Prison, Ireland. In the prison’s 
education department, he participates in art classes and has had his work shown at exhibitions. 
He works in his cell, often painting on the back of discarded cereal boxes, demonstrating a 
resourcefulness typical of artists in prison. Prior to his imprisonment, this student had little 
experience of creating art; however, after his experience in the education department, he now 
intends to continue painting following his release. 
 As always, we begin with our historical vignette from Thom Gehring. Thom outlines 
how the death of George Floyd has focused attention in the U.S. on the issue of racism. Black 
Lives Matter and other organizations helped frame subsequent protests around the relation-
ships between racial slavery, incarceration, and policing. He argues persuasively that educators 
in prison have an important task, which is “to stretch toward clarity”. He contends that we need 
to locate recent developments in historical context, by examining racial slavery, the Genocide 
against Indigenous Americans, and the development of the penitentiaries. 
 In Samantha McAleese and Jennifer Kilty’s paper ‘“Walls are put up when curiosity 
ends”: Transformative Education in the Canadian Carceral Context’, the authors conceptualize 
the prison classroom as a performative space. Using the Walls to Bridges program as a case 
study, they consider the dynamics of navigating institutional policies and practices when teach-
LQJ LQVLGHFDUFHUDOVSDFHVDQG WKHFRQVWUDLQWV WKDWVWUXFWXUH WKHVHFODVVURRPV6LJQL¿FDQWO\
they demonstrate ways in which learners and educators become more resourceful, and consider 
how prison classrooms can become critical public spheres.
 Lovell et al. in their paper, ‘Learning from the Outcomes of Existing Prison Parenting 
Education Programs for Women Experiencing Incarceration: A Scoping Review’ believe that 
we can learn much from prison parenting education programs for women. This review offers 
LQVLJKWVWRWKRVHZKRZLVKWRGHYHORSDSDUHQWLQJSURJUDPVSHFL¿FDOO\IRUZRPHQ7KHDXWKRUV
conclude that prison can be an opportunity for parenting education and support. 
 .DULDQH:HVWUKHLPDQG+HOHQH0DULH(LGHLQWKHLUSDSHUµ1RUZHJLDQ3ULVRQ2I¿FHUV
Perspectives on Professionalism and Professional Development Opportunities in their Occupa-
WLRQ¶QRWHWKHSDXFLW\RIUHVHDUFKLQWRWKHHGXFDWLRQDQGWUDLQLQJRISULVRQRI¿FHUV,QSDUWLFXODU
WKLVDUWLFOHLQYHVWLJDWHVKRZ1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUVXQGHUVWDQGWKHLURZQSURIHVVLRQDOLVP
and seek opportunities for professional development. The authors point out that education and 
WUDLQLQJIRUSULVRQRI¿FHUVLQ1RUZD\LVIDUPRUHH[WHQVLYHWKDQLQRWKHUFRXQWULHVDQGDUJXH
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&ULPLQRORJLFDO5HVHDUFK8QLYHUVLW\RI6KHI¿HOG)URP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WKDWSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQDQGWUDLQLQJGHVHUYHVPRUHUHVHDUFKVWXGLHV
 Precious Skinner-Osei and Peter Claudius Osei in their paper, ‘An Ecological Approach 
to Improving Re-entry Programs for Justice-Involved African American Men’ posit that reen-
try programs need to utilize a different approach. They argue that reentry programs should not 
focus solely on the individual, but also consider environmental and societal factors. They put 
forward the CARE model, which proposes that re-entry programs implement four steps (i.e., 
collaboration, amend, reintegration, and empowerment) to successfully reunite former prison-
ers with their families, the labour market, and their communities.
 In this edition’s practitioner paper, Kevin Windhauser considers the challenges of 
adapting a humanities program in an environment which lacks digital and physical research 
resources. These challenges will no doubt resonate with many teachers working in coercive 
environments internationally. Despite the logistical obstacles, he argues that ‘Inquiry-Based 
Learning,’ helps students take on the role of an active researcher which can have long-term 
EHQH¿WVLWSURPRWHVVWXGHQWFRQ¿GHQFHLQGHSHQGHQWOHDUQLQJDQGDXWRQRP\)XUWKHULWSUH-
pares students interested in pursuing further higher education after release.
 We hope you enjoyed and were challenged by some of the papers in this volume of the 
Journal of Prison Education and Reentry. As we look forward to our next issue of JPER in 
2021, we invite prison and correctional educators to join the conversation as we endeavor to 
cultivate our research outputs and develop pedagogical approaches together. I invite all those 
involved in prison education and learning to consider writing a research paper, contributing 
examples of best practice, writing a book review or updating us on policies. I look forward to 
working with prison education researchers, prison educators and learners inside on our next 
edition of the Journal of Prison Education and Reentry.
 )LQDOO\ZHKDYHH[WHQGHGRXUFDOOIRUSDSHUVIRURXU6SHFLDO,VVXH³&ULWLFDO5HÀHFWLRQV
on Philosophy, Education, and Prison Sociology” to 31 January 2021. This Special Issue of the 
Journal of Prison Education and Reentry will focus on the intersection of the practices and dis-
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“Walls are put up when curiosity ends”: 




University of Ottawa, Canada
Abstract: Prison education is often cited as the only redeeming experience in an otherwise 
cruel environment. While educational programs are found in prisons across Canada, they are 
often guided by philosophies of punishment, risk, and security rather than more transformative 
IUDPHZRUNV ,QDGGLWLRQ WRSULVRQVWDIIDQGPDQDJHPHQWZKRVWUXJJOH WR¿QGYDOXH LQHGX-
cation for education’s sake, the physical spaces in which learning takes place in prison also 
interfere with efforts at promoting agency and autonomy amongst incarcerated students. In this 
paper, we conceptualize the prison classroom as performative space and demonstrate ways in 
which prison classrooms can become critical public spheres. We review theoretical literature 
RQSHUIRUPDWLYHVSDFHVSHFL¿FDOO\LQUHODWLRQWRSULVRQHGXFDWLRQFODVVURRPV:HWKHQH[DP-
ine the dynamics of: (1) navigating institutional policies and practices when teaching inside 
carceral spaces; and (2) the constraints that structure the carceral classroom. Finally, we take 
XSWKHSURJUDP:DOOVWR%ULGJHVDVDFDVHVWXG\H[DPSOHWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKHVH¿QGLQJVDQGWKH
transformative power of prison education.
Keywords: prison education, performative space, transformative education, Walls to Bridges
In this paper, we conceptualize the prison classroom as a performative space where 
students and volunteer educators engage collectively and collaboratively in transformative 
learning processes. We build upon Wright and Gehring’s (2008a, 2008b) notion that some 
prison education initiatives facilitate the generation of a ‘sphere of civility’ – where students 
can discuss the ethics of human caging as well as other socio-politico-cultural issues – within 
an otherwise demonstrably oppressive environment. After introducing key contributions to the 
literature on prison education in North America, we summarize theoretical work on the notion 
RISHUIRUPDWLYHVSDFHVSHFL¿FDOO\LQUHODWLRQWRSULVRQHGXFDWLRQFODVVURRPV7KHQDIWHURXW-
lining our multi-pronged methodological approach, we move to discuss the two main themes 
WKDWVWUXFWXUHRXU¿QGLQJVZKLFKH[DPLQHWKHG\QDPLFVRIQDYLJDWLQJLQVWLWXWLRQDOSROLFLHV
and practices when teaching inside carceral spaces; and (2) the constraints that structure the 
FDUFHUDOFODVVURRP)LQDOO\EDVHGXSRQWKHVHFRQGDXWKRU¶VH[SHULHQFHV WHDFKLQJXQLYHUVLW\
courses in carceral settings, we take up the Canadian prison education program Walls to Bridg-
HV:%DVDFDVHVWXG\H[DPSOHWRIXUWKHUGHPRQVWUDWHWKHVH¿QGLQJVDQGWKHWUDQVIRUPDWLYH
power of prison educational opportunities in action. 
Imprisoned people frequently cite “voluntary participation in education programs... as 
WKHRQO\SRVLWLYHH[SHULHQFHRQHPD\HQFRXQWHUZKLOHLQFDUFHUDWHG´3LFKpS1R-
tably, the Journal of Prisoners on PrisonsKDVPDGHDVLJQL¿FDQWHIIRUWWRGRFXPHQWH[SHUL-
ences of prison education and has dedicated four special issues to this discussion. Incarcerated 
FRQWULEXWRUVWRWKHVHLVVXHVKDYHGHVFULEHGWKHLUHGXFDWLRQDORSSRUWXQLWLHVLQVLGHDV³IUHHGRP
&RUUHVSRQGHQFH6DPDQWKD0F$OHHVH(PDLOVDPDQWKDPFDOHHVH#FDUOHWRQFD
(Accepted: 06 June 2020) ,661GRLKWWSVGRLRUJPJNZ
([FHSWZKHUHRWKHUZLVHQRWHGFRQWHQWRQWKLVVLWHLVOLFHQVHGXQGHUD&UHDWLYH&RPPRQV$WWULEXWLRQ




7KDW VDLG SULVRQ HGXFDWLRQ LV VXEMHFW WR WKH HYHUFKDQJLQJ VRFLRSROLWLFDO FOLPDWH DQG







$V7KRPDV FODLPHG³SULVRQHGXFDWLRQFDQQRWEH IXOO\ LPSOHPHQWHGZLWKRXW
DGUDPDWLFWUDQVIRUPDWLRQRIWKHSKLORVRSK\RISXQLVKPHQWLQ1RUWK$PHULFD´S:KHQ
punishment is prioritized over transformative mechanisms that promote personal growth and 
development by way of addressing structural and institutional violence and inequality through 
UDGLFDOVRFLDOFKDQJH'DO\(YDQVW\SLFDOO\LQWKHQDPHRIPDQDJLQJULVNDQG
ensuring security, it becomes obvious that carceral institutions do little by way of rehabilita-
tion, restoration, or transformation. This also highlights the spectacular irony behind the name 
‘corrections.’ Subsequently, it is crucial to remember that prison education programs not only 
provide prisoners with the “chance to learn to read, write, work with numbers, and converse 
ZLWKDUHDVRQDEOHGHJUHHRIDVVXUDQFH´&ROOLQVSWKH\³FDQSURYLGHDPHDQVIRU
greater access to the levers of power and control in society and possibly acquiring a new lan-
JXDJHDQHZVHWRIVNLOOVDQGWKHUHE\DQHZLGHQWLW\´'XJXLGDS
For incarcerated people, the opportunity to shed their identity as ‘offender’ or ‘inmate’ 
FDQDLGLQDWUDQVIRUPDWLRQSURFHVVWKDWZLOOKHOSWKHPWR³UHPDNHWKHLUVKDWWHUHGOLYHV´5LFK-
DUGVHWDOSRQFHWKH\UHWXUQWRWKHFRPPXQLW\:HVXJJHVWWKDWWKLVRFFXUVE\ZD\
of the differential approach to teaching and learning that is often taken up in carceral class-
rooms. First, we must consider the physical space of the learning environment. To facilitate 
learning, classrooms should make students feel safe and at ease, which can be particularly 
GLI¿FXOWLQSULVRQ.QRZOHVFRQWHQGVWKDWWKLVRFFXUVE\HQVXULQJWKDWWKH³SV\FKRORJL-
cal climate [is] one which causes adults to feel accepted, respected, and supported ... in which 
WKHUHLVIUHHGRPRIH[SUHVVLRQZLWKRXWIHDURISXQLVKPHQWRUULGLFXOH´S)RUYXOQHUD-
ble students, such as those who are incarcerated, the transformative potential of collaborative 
WHDFKLQJDQGOHDUQLQJZRUNVEHVWLQ³LQIRUPDOFRPIRUWDEOHÀH[LEOHQRQWKUHDWHQLQJVHWWLQJV´
.QRZOHVS
Second, the very notion of transformative education, especially that which is grounded 
in a collaborative teaching and learning pedagogical style, stands in stark contrast to the tradi-
tional western approach to education that creates a hierarchy between teachers and students and 






open, inclusive, and trusting collaborative partnership that inevitably shifts the power dynam-
ics that structure traditional classroom settings and works to foster a more engaged pedagogical 
SUDFWLFHFRQGXFLYHWRWUDQVIRUPDWLYHOHDUQLQJ.LOW\	/HKDOOH.LOW\HWDO7KH
transformative aspect of this process increases the agency, autonomy, and independence of the 
students and thus may also contribute to a shifting sense of identity for incarcerated students 
7D\ORUHWDOS$V1DJHOVHQZULWHV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Writing by prisoners becomes in large measure the only available vehicle to 
FRXQWHUWKHVWXOWLI\LQJH[LVWHQFHWKH\HQFRXQWHUGDLO\(GXFDWLRQDQGZULWLQJ
in particular, opens the doors to a closed world, by providing prisoners with 
YRLFHVWKDWKDYHSUHYLRXVO\EHHQVLOHQFHGS
Support for this kind of transformative process in prison requires educators who under-
VWDQGSULVRQVDV³UDFLDOL]HGFODVVHGDQGJHQGHUHGVSDFHVUHLQIRUFHGDQGDPSOL¿HGE\FRUUHF-
WLRQDOSUDFWLFHVWKDWLQGLYLGXDOL]HSDWKRORJL]HSXQLVKDQGFRQWURO´3ROODFNS7KLV
critical and comprehensive understanding of carceral institutions is unlikely to be supported 
E\ HPSOR\HHV RI WKH VWDWH HJ FRUUHFWLRQDO RI¿FHV SURJUDPRI¿FHUV HGXFDWLRQDO RI¿FHUV
although it is common amongst educators and volunteers who aim to facilitate a connection 
between the inside and the outside and who tend to think more critically about the power re-






Liberties Association (BCCLA) collaborated on a successful court challenge to call for an end 
WRLQGH¿QLWHVROLWDU\FRQ¿QHPHQWLQSULVRQVDFURVVWKHFRXQWU\%&&/$$OWKRXJKWKH
IHGHUDOJRYHUQPHQWFRQWLQXHVWRDSSHDOWKHGHFLVLRQ0DFQDEWKLVFDVHVKHGOLJKWRQ
a problematic and harmful practice within Canadian prisons. So, while it is important to pay 
DWWHQWLRQWRWKHQHWZLGHQLQJIXQFWLRQRIWKHYROXQWDU\VHFWRU&RKHQDPRUHQXDQFHG
FRQYHUVDWLRQ DERXW YROXQWHHUV LQ WKH FULPLQDO MXVWLFH ¿HOG SRLQWV WR LPSRUWDQWPRPHQWV RI
advocacy, transformation, and other live-saving work within what are otherwise punitive and 
KRSHOHVVVSDFHV7RPF]DN	7KRPSVRQ0F$OHHVH
In Canada, there are several volunteer-run education and literacy programs that operate 
LQSULVRQVDQGMDLOVDFURVVWKHFRXQWU\)RUH[DPSOHBook Clubs for Inmates (BCFI) facilitates 
³ERRNFOXEVIRUPHQDQGZRPHQLQFDUFHUDWHGLQPLQLPXPPHGLXPDQGPD[LPXPVHFXULW\






Our prisons are a continuation of the harm done to indigenous peoples through 
residential schools… Incarcerating indigenous women, especially those who 
are far from their people and cut off from their culture, is a repetition of what 
happened in the schools… When you enter a women’s prison, you can feel 
despair, hopelessness and depression. It’s both palpable and horrifying. (paras. 
3-6)
Volunteers like Finlay, and university students and educators who are similarly criti-
cal of carceral state power and who publicly identify the harms perpetuated by prisons, are 
DQ LQYDOXDEOH VXSSRUW IRUSULVRQHUVZKRVHYRLFHV VWRULHV DQGH[SHULHQFHV DUHRIWHQ ORVW LQ
PDLQVWUHDPQDUUDWLYHV DERXW FULPHDQGSXQLVKPHQW:KLOH WKLV SDSHU VSHFL¿FDOO\ H[DPLQHV
the Canadian Walls to Bridges program, it is important to note that there are other noteworthy 
DGXOWSULVRQHGXFDWLRQLQLWLDWLYHVRSHUDWLQJDURXQGWKHZRUOG)RUH[DPSOHLQWKH86WKHUHDUH
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PLQVLQFOXGLQJWKH0RWKHUV3URMHFW2¶0DOOH\	'HYDQH\±DOORIZKLFKVHUYH
to foster performative spaces behind prison walls. 
The Performative Space of Prison Education Classrooms 
While a classroom in the community is typically a space conducive to learning and en-
gaging in dialogue and debate, a prison classroom is not necessarily comprised of the elements 




performative space inside prison, we suggest that this generalized sense of hopelessness can 
be transformed into an opportunity for positive engagement, collaboration, and transformation. 
$SHUIRUPDWLYHVSDFHPD\EHGHVFULEHGDVRQHWKDWLVEXLOWXSRQPXWXDOH[SUHVVLRQV
RI UHVSHFW UHFLSURFLW\ LQFOXVLYLW\DQG WUXVW 'HXWVFK2QO\ZKHQ WKHVH IXQGDPHQWDO
IHDWXUHVDUHSUHVHQWZLOOWKHEXLOGLQJEORFNVIRUVRFLDOMXVWLFHSUD[LVHPHUJH)D\WHU
For prison education programs, this requires developing a meaningful space where prisoners 
are treated as human beings, not as dangerous ‘Others’ who must be managed and controlled 
by guards, and where their master identity becomes that of ‘student’ rather than ‘offender’ or 





I loved the books and lectures, but more than that, I looked forward to the 
dialogue with professors; real people who treated me like, well, like a real 
student. (p. 32)
There are three key elements that enable the creation of a performative educational 
VSDFHQDPHO\FLYLOLW\HWKLFDOFRQYHUVDWLRQVDQGGHPRFUDF\&LYLOLW\LVGHVFULEHGDV³DPDQ-
QHURIFRPPXQLFDWLQJZLWKRWKHUV WKDW LV UHVSHFWIXOHPSDWKHWLFDQG UHFLSURFDO´ :ULJKW	
Gehring, 2008b, p. 322); notably, this understanding of civility is central to the W2B training 
DQGSKLORVRSK\ 'DYLV	5RVZHOO)D\WHU.LOW\	/HKDOOH.LOW\HW DO
3ROODFNDE5HODWHGO\HWKLFDOFRQYHUVDWLRQVVWUHVVWKDW³LQGLYLGXDOV
DUH UHFRJQL]HG DV VXEMHFWVZKR VKDUH D FRPPRQ KXPDQLW\´ :ULJKW	*HKULQJ D S
ZKLFKLVGHPRQVWUDEO\RSSRVHGWRWKHFDUFHUDOORJLFWKDWPDLQWDLQVDKLHUDUFKLFDOGLYLGH
EHWZHHQFRUUHFWLRQDO VWDII DQGSULVRQHUV 5LFFLDUGHOOL 7R UHRULHQWRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
of prisoners as people, with whom we share a common humanity, challenges the culturally 
entrenched identity politics that constitute criminalized people as always-already ‘offenders’, 
DQLGHQWLW\FDWHJRU\WKDWGHKXPDQL]HVLQFDUFHUDWHGSHRSOH,QWKLVVHQVHE\HQJDJLQJLQGLI¿-
cult ethical conversations, volunteers and educators act as mediators between the performative 
space of the classroom and the carceral logic and day-to-day correctional practices that struc-
ture prison spaces. 
Ethical conversations allow prisoners to, at least for the duration of the class, step out-





Finally, democracy is used as a model of educational intervention within the perfor-
mative space of the carceral classroom. When mutual respect and trust are combined with 
dialogue and active listening “classrooms, schools and interactions between school personnel 
DQGSULVRQVWDIIFDQSURYLGHRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUQDVFHQWIRUPVRIGHPRFUDF\WRDSSHDU´:ULJKW
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	*HKULQJDS*LYHQWKDW³ZLWKIHZQRWDEOHH[FHSWLRQVSULVRQFXOWXUHVDUHDQWL-
WKHWLFDOWRGHPRFUDF\´:ULJKW	*HKULQJDSDFWLYHO\SDUWLFLSDWLQJLQFODVVURRP
discussion and embracing the responsibility that teaching and learning are a shared enterprise 
.LOW\	/HKDOOHKHOSWRGHYHORSDGHPRFUDWLFOHDUQLQJFRPPXQLW\'DYLV	5RVZHOO
(JJOHVWRQ	*HKULQJ
As civil spheres, schools can be restorative and transformative because they 
counter the stripping away of identities and distorted forms of interaction in 
prisons. When ethical conversations appear, the potential for critical thought 
and democratic participation is likely to follow, if not in prison, then perhaps 
RQWKHRXWVLGH:ULJKW	*HKULQJES
The performative space of the carceral classroom, or school enclave within the prison, 
is a place where education can function according to its own philosophies and principles (e.g., 
respect, trust, and empowerment) rather than according to the predominant carceral logic of 
security and punishment that guides institutional policies and practices. Notably, the personal 
DQGLQWHOOHFWXDOVDIHW\RIDSHUIRUPDWLYHHGXFDWLRQDOVSDFHLQSULVRQLVDPSOL¿HGZKHQWHDFKHUV
are not employed by the institution and instead teach classes as a result of a partnership be-
tween the prison and either a community-based organization or a college or university. Having 
VRPHGLVWDQFHLQWKHVHLQVWLWXWLRQDODUUDQJHPHQWVFUHDWHVDGHJUHHRIFRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\WKDWDOORZV
the classroom to remain autonomous and somewhat removed from the governing correctional 
regime. In addition to developing social capital through education, the sphere of civility that 
is created in the classroom by nurturing relationships of trust and fostering a stronger sense of 
autonomy amongst prisoners helps to prepare them for a meaningful life after prison (Davis & 
5RVZHOO'XJXLGE6KDQW]HWDO6WULPHOOH	)ULJRQ7KLVGLVFXVVLRQ
RIWKHEHQH¿WVRIFUHDWLQJSHUIRUPDWLYHVSDFHVLQSXQLWLYHSODFHVLVQRWPHDQWWRQDLYHO\LJQRUH
“[t]he ever-widening net of racialized and colonial carceral spaces and neoliberal strategies of 
FRQWURORISRRUDQGPDUJLQDOL]HGFRPPXQLWLHV´3ROODFNSEXWUDWKHUWRHQFRXUDJH
ongoing engagement with a deployment of feminist, anti-oppressive, and transformative prac-
tices both inside and outside of prison walls.
Method




were conducted with community-based educators working with criminalized and formerly in-
FDUFHUDWHGVWXGHQWV7KH¿IWKLQWHUYLHZZDVFRQGXFWHGZLWKDSULVRQRI¿FLDOIURPWKH&RUUHF-
tional Service of Canada at National Headquarters in Ottawa. Our thematic analysis (Ezzy, 
2002) of the interview transcripts involved a series of coding and meaning-making steps. We 
began by reading and discussing the transcripts to ensure we had a common understanding of 
the details. Second, we generated preliminary codes to describe the transcript content. Third, 
ZHZRUNHGWRFRPELQHWKHFRGHVWKDWRYHUODSSHGRUZHUHWRRVLPLODUDQGWRFXWDQ\H[WUDQHRXV
codes so as to identify the most prominent themes. Fourth, we reviewed the transcripts again to 
HQVXUHWKHWKHPHVDFFXUDWHO\UHÀHFWHGLQWHUYLHZFRQWHQWDQGVHDUFKHGIRUGLVFUHSDQWH[DPSOHV
IRUHDFKWKHPH¿QGLQJQRQH)LIWKZHHVWDEOLVKHGWKHQDWXUHDQGVFRSHRIHDFKWKHPHDQG
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WKRVHVKDUHGWKURXJKRWKHUVRXUFHVLQFOXGLQJ.LOW\¶V¿HOGQRWHVDQGWKRVHSHQQHGE\LQFDUFHU-





knowledge gleaned from teaching and learning in a carceral environment, we uncovered two 
PDLQWKHPHVWKDWVSHDNWRFRQFHUQVVXUURXQGLQJSULVRQHGXFDWLRQLQ&DQDGDFDUFHUDOORJLF
VWUXFWXUHVHGXFDWLRQDOSURJUDPPLQJIRUFULPLQDOL]HGSHRSOHDQGIRUFHVHGXFDWRUVWR¿QGZD\V
to navigate institutional policies and practices when teaching inside carceral spaces; and (2) the 
institutional barriers and constraints that commonly interfere with prison education programs 
DQG VKDSH WKH FDUFHUDO FODVVURRPH[SHULHQFH IRU ERWK VWXGHQWV DQG LQVWUXFWRUV:KLOH WKHVH
¿QGLQJVLPSRUWDQWO\SRLQWWRWKHVWUXJJOHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKIRVWHULQJSHUIRUPDWLYHVSDFHVEH-
hind prison walls, we also wanted this article to provide a message of hope for prison education 
scholars and practitioners who strive to break down these barriers and constraints. Therefore, 
DIWHUGLVFXVVLQJWKHWZRPDLQWKHPHVWKDWZHUHLGHQWL¿HGLQWKHLQWHUYLHZGDWDZHWDNHXSWKH
:%SURJUDPDVDFDVHVWXG\WRH[HPSOLI\KRZSULVRQHGXFDWLRQFDQEHFRQGXFLYHWRIRVWHULQJ
transformative change for both the inside and outside students.
Navigating Carceral Logics and Institutional Policies and Practices
Entry into the prison milieu transforms the fundamental character of educa-
tion. Its basic premises and values are undermined by the coercive environ-
ment in which it operates.-RQHVS
The ability to make good things happen in harmful spaces is a struggle for individuals 




tion becomes quite visible when we look at prison education programs, as there is a fundamen-
tal philosophical difference between education and incarceration. In fact, the practice of using 





prisoners emphasize that the focus on security and control detracts from the positive change 
WKDW PD\ EH LQÀXHQFHG E\ D ZHOOWDLORUHG HGXFDWLRQ SURJUDPZLWK VWLPXODWLQJ FXUULFXOXP





correctional administrators began to demand evidence that they reduce recidivism. Similarly, 
depending on the institution, some correctional administrators have tried to review and veto 
W2B course content, which threatens the integrity of the program.
The carceral logics and institutional policies and practices that impede educational pro-
gramming are so potent that educators who work in the community are well-aware of their im-
pact. One community-based teacher reported that her formerly incarcerated students claimed, 
“the prisons keep introducing the idea of adult education in prison and then they take it away, 
DQGWKHQWKH\SXWLWEDFNLQDQGWKHQWKH\WDNHLWDZD\´2WKHUSDUWLFLSDQWVHFKRHGWKLVFRQFHUQ
about educational opportunities being taken away as punishment. The inconsistent availability 
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of education in prison is a troublesome start, and, as others have noted, even when educational 
RSWLRQVDUHDYDLODEOHWRSULVRQHUVWKHTXDOLW\RIWKHSURJUDPPLQJLVRIWHQTXLWHORZ³(YHQWKH
clients that I work with now say that it was good to be able to do school inside but they couldn’t 
JHWZKDWWKH\¶GGRQHLQVLGHWUDQVIHUUHGRUUHFRJQL]HGRXWVLGHRIWKHLQVWLWXWLRQV´7KHODFNRI
dedication to maintaining a consistent, successful, and credible adult education curriculum can 
EHH[SODLQHGE\WKHIDFWWKDWLWLVGLI¿FXOWWRRIIHUHGXFDWLRQRIDQ\NLQGDQGTXDOLW\LQDQ
environment that is resistant to its purpose – to help people learn, change, and be empowered. 
$VLQFDUFHUDWHGVWXGHQW&KDUOHV+XFNHOEXU\ZURWH
Educational opportunities [in prison] are therefore little more than another 









such as participation in correctionally mandated programs that are meant to address the individ-
XDO¶VFULPLQRJHQLFULVNVDQGQHHGV%pUDUG9DFKHUHW	/HPLUH7\SLFDOO\WKLVPHDQV
that in higher security prisons students are relegated to participating in self-directed learning 




In these high security situations, there is no space for education – and certainly not the kind 
of education that allows for meaningful engagement, dialogue, inclusivity, and transformation 
&ROOLQV'HXWVFK6DODK(O









cation as less transformative and rehabilitative in comparison to programs designed and run 
by corrections, but also that a governing logic that prioritizes punishment negatively impacts 
motivation amongst prisoners. Community-based teachers recognized this as well and high-
lighted this as a reason why many individuals wait until they are released before pursuing their 
HGXFDWLRQDOJRDOV
I don’t know if every person in the institution, even though they [would] like 
to do education, if they would be able to or if they would be more inclined to, 
or if they want to because they are in prison. It’s not the happiest place, so they 
might be in a better mindset when they are in the community. 
In the community, teachers emphasized “[working] with the students to make sure that they are 
VXFFHVVIXO´DQGKHOSLQJSHRSOHUHPRYHWKHGLIIHUHQWEDUULHUVWKH\IDFHGWRVHFXULQJHGXFDWLRQ
,QSULVRQRQWKHRWKHUKDQGWKHEDUULHUVWRHGXFDWLRQLQFUHDVHDQGEHFRPHPRUHGLI¿FXOWWR
overcome or tear down. Even when education is made available to prisoners, there are addi-
McAleese/Journal of Prison Education and Reentry Vol6(3)               254
tional barriers and constraints within and around the classroom space that make learning very 
GLI¿FXOW
Constraints in the Carceral Classroom
Education is an activity best pursued in an environment unconstrained by co-
ercion, threats, and impositions on access to intellectual resources and ideas.
7KRPDVS
There are many environmental obstacles and constraints that impact access to and the 
TXDOLW\RISULVRQHGXFDWLRQ)RUH[DPSOH5LFKDUGVZULWHVDERXWWKHODFNRIDFFHVVWR
WH[WERRNVLQVLGHSULVRQV
In the penitentiary you do not have access to university or public libraries, so 
you have to beg friends to mail books in, or work through the shoddy paper-
back collection of worn out copies in the library. (p. 63)
)XUWKHUPRUH&ROOLQVODPHQWVWKHODFNRIDFFHVVWRQHZWHFKQRORJ\VSHFL¿FDOO\FRPSXW-
ers and the Internet, that renders prisoners ‘computer illiterate’ and therefore entirely ill-pre-
SDUHGIRUWKHGLJLWDOZRUOGWKDWH[LVWVRXWVLGHRISULVRQZDOOVDQGWKDWDZDLWVWKHPXSRQWKHLU
UHOHDVH
I have seen the introduction and then removal of computers from prisoners’ 
allowable cell effects. It is reasonable to recognize that long-term prisoners’ 
ZLOOEHFRPSXWHULOOLWHUDWHLQVRFLHW\¶VFRPSXWHUDJHS
The dearth of educational resources inside the prison classroom is a result of risk-averse poli-
cies and operational budgets that prioritize security and management resources over programs 





Even when classrooms and resources are acquired by educators, it remains challeng-
ing to create and maintain a performative and transformative learning space inside prison. As 
:ULJKW DQG*HKULQJ D S  QRWH ³WKHKDUVK UHDOLW\ RI EULWWOH LQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQ
NHHSHUVDQGNHSWHFKRHVWKHVWDUNRSSUHVVLYHSK\VLFDOUHDOLW\RIVWHHODQGFRQFUHWH´,QRWKHU
words, the darkness ingrained within the prison walls often seeps into the prison classroom, 
reminding everyone inside that this is a place for punishment, not for learning. The presence of 
JXDUGVLQDQGDURXQGWKHFODVVURRPLVDFRPPRQH[DPSOHRIWKLV%D\OLVV9DFFD
7KHSULVRQRI¿FLDOLQWHUYLHZHGGHVFULEHGWKHFDUFHUDOFODVVURRPDVIROORZV
…there’s the teacher, there’s the students…and probably there are many 
FDPHUDVLQWKHFRUULGRUDQGWKHUHVKRXOGEHVRPHRI¿FHUVVRPHZKHUHQHDUWKH
DUHD7KHWHDFKHUKDVWKHSDQLFGHYLFH«VRLQWHUPVRIVHFRQGVLIKHMXVWSXVK-
es his red button then [the guards are] going to be there. 
:KLOHKHMXVWL¿HGWKHQHHGIRUWKHVHVHFXULW\PHDVXUHVKHDOVRDFNQRZOHGJHGWKHLULPSDFWRQ
the learning environment and indicated the importance of trying to limit the visibility of guards 
IURPLQVLGHWKHFODVVURRP
But for it to be not really intimidating to the students, the guards should not be 
in the classroom or into the windows. So, they are nearby. The teacher has the 
system of communicating with them if there is an issue. When the security or 
discipline is compromised, the teachers still have the authority to send back 
the offender to his cell…the discipline, the security of the learning environ-
ment is very well respected in the classroom.
Aside from the hovering nature of prison security there is also the constant reminder that the 
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ERGLHVLQVLGHWKHFODVVURRPDUHWKRVHRISULVRQHUV¿UVWQRWVWXGHQWV$V&ROOLQVS
ZULWHV³>7KHJXDUGV@FDOOXV³RIIHQGHUV´DVLIWKLVLVDOOZHDUHDQGDOOZHHYHUZLOOEH´,QIDFW
the success of the W2B program is rooted in the ability to build trusting relationships between 
SDUWLFLSDQWVZKRDGGUHVVRQHDQRWKHURQD¿UVWQDPHEDVLV
The idea of what constitutes a safe learning space is interpreted very differently by 
those working on the inside than it is by those working on the outside. After speaking with 
community-based teachers who work with criminalized people, this distinction became even 
PRUHREYLRXV&RQÀLFWVLQFRPPXQLW\EDVHGFODVVURRPVDUHPRUHOLNHO\WREHGHDOWZLWKLQD
non-punitive manner. If there is a disagreement between students or between a student and the 
WHDFKHUERWKSDUWLHVDUHJLYHQWKHFKDQFHWRH[SUHVVWKHLUFRQFHUQVZLWKRXWIHDURISXQLVKPHQW
because relationships are grounded in trust and respect (Terry, 2006). By challenging the hier-
archical and punitive structure of carceral environments, the performative space of the prison 
classroom helps to ensure that students come to the space knowing that they will be supported 
LQDFKLHYLQJWKHLUOHDUQLQJJRDOVZLWKRXWMXGJPHQW
7KHUH¶VMXVWDQRQMXGJPHQWDODWPRVSKHUHWKDWPDNHVVWXGHQWVIHHOPRUHFRP-
fortable here than they would feel somewhere else. 
...we offer education in a supportive, safe environment.
We get positive feedback all the time from students, which is amazing. They 
MXVWIHHOYHU\VDIHWKH\IHHOOLNHWKH\DUHLQDQHQYLURQPHQWZKHUHWKH\FDQ
DFWXDOO\OHDUQWKH\HQMR\WKDWWKHUH¶VSHRSOHZKRDUHSDWLHQWZLWKWKHP
These participant quotes demonstrate that to foster a performative space there are certain ele-
ments of the prison environment that must be abandoned. Notably, learning and transformation 
FDQRQO\RFFXULQDVSDFHZKHUHSULVRQHUVDUHIUHHWREHVWXGHQWV¿UVW
Thus far, we have outlined some of the challenges that make transformative prison ed-
XFDWLRQH[FHSWLRQDOO\GLI¿FXOWWRDFKLHYH$QGZKLOHLWLVLPSRUWDQWWRUHFRXQWDQGFRQ¿UPWKH
KDUPFDXVHGE\SXQLVKPHQWDQGLQFDUFHUDWLRQWKHUHDUHDOVRH[DPSOHVRIPRPHQWVRIWUDQVIRU-
mation that manage to manifest as a result of persistent efforts from community-based educa-
tors. The following section highlights one such effort, the Walls to Bridges program, which we 
XVHDVDFDVHVWXG\WRIXUWKHUGHPRQVWUDWHWKH¿QGLQJVDQGWKHWUDQVIRUPDWLYHSRZHURISULVRQ
educational opportunities in action.
Case Study: Walls to Bridges
Education acts as a buffer against the nihilistic threat [of incarceration].
:ULJKW	*HKULQJES
The Walls to Bridges (W2B) prison education program is a decidedly transformative 
initiative that aims to create pathways into post-secondary education for incarcerated men and 
women while sensitizing university-based students to the materiality of incarceration. In this 
sense, it can help to promote security, inclusion, and the creation of ties to and bonds between 
FDUFHUDOLQVWLWXWLRQVDQGWKHEURDGHUFRPPXQLW\.LOW\HWDO,Q:%ZDVDGDSWHG
IRUWKH&DQDGLDQSULVRQHQYLURQPHQWDQGH[SHULHQFHE\6KRVKDQD3ROODFNDQG6LPRQH:HLO






the approach is grounded in dialogue, reciprocity, and collaborative teaching and learning (Da-
YLV	5RVZHOO
7KH¿UVW:%FRXUVHZDVRIIHUHGDWWKH*UDQG9DOOH\,QVWLWXWLRQIRU:RPHQDIHGHUDO
prison in Kitchener, Ontario. Given that Indigenous peoples in Canada are disproportionately 
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UHSUHVHQWHG DPRQJVW FDUFHUDO SRSXODWLRQV LQ&DQDGD %DOIRXU	&RPDFN  DQG LQ WKH
spirit of reconciliation, one key difference between the I-O and W2B programs is that W2B 
LQYLWHV,QGLJHQRXV(OGHUVWRIDFLOLWDWHDVHVVLRQDVSDUWRIWKHLQVWUXFWRUFHUWL¿FDWLRQWUDLQLQJ
and incorporates Indigenous circle pedagogy into its general pedagogical practice (discussed 
in greater detail below). Another key difference is that W2B ‘inside’ students are granted uni-
versity credits for successfully completing a course, where for I-O courses, credit-granting 
YDULHVIURPVLWHWRVLWH3ROODFN:%FRXUVHVDUHJURXQGHGE\DQDQWLRSSUHVVLRQDQG
LQWHUVHFWLRQDOIHPLQLVW OHQVDQGVWULYHIRUFRQQHFWLRQQRQMXGJPHQWDORSHQQHVVDQGFULWLFDO




inside oppressive carceral environments. For W2B courses this is largely facilitated by way 
of circle pedagogy, which is a decolonizing practice that emphasizes respectful and inclusive 
GLDORJXHH[SHULHQWLDOOHDUQLQJDQGVKDUHGLQTXLU\6LPLODUWR)UHLULDQSHGDJRJLFDOSULQFLSOHV
Indigenous circle pedagogy destabilizes the traditional western approach to teaching that is 
based on a hierarchy and power imbalance between the teacher and students. As an alternative 




to speak and actively listen so as to contribute authentic responses to the dialogue when it is 
their turn. The circle symbolizes interconnectedness, equality amongst diverse participants, 
DQGMRLQWUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQ±ZKLFKVLWXDWHVHYHU\RQHIDFLOLWDWRUVLQFOXGHG
DVVWXGHQWOHDUQHUV3ROODFN1RWRQO\GRHVWKLVUHÀHFWWKHFLYLOLW\HWKLFDOFRQYHUVDWLRQV
and democratic approach to teaching and learning that Wright and Gehring (2008a, 2008b) 
contend are required to effectively generate a performative classroom space in prison, circle 
SHGDJRJ\DOVRUHFRJQL]HVDQGYDOXHVYRLFHDQGWKXVWKHVXEMXJDWHGNQRZOHGJHVRIWKRVHZKR
rarely have the opportunity to speak and be heard. Initially, the circle format can be quite de-
stabilizing for those who have spent years teaching in traditional university lecture and seminar 
style classrooms.
Each week I feel nervous that I am not prepared enough for class. How can a 







As active participants in their educational development, rather than passive recipients 
RILQIRUPDWLRQ:%VWXGHQWVEHFRPHPRUHLQYHVWHGLQWKHOHDUQLQJSURFHVV7XUHQQH
ZKLFKLVHVSHFLDOO\LPSRUWDQWIRURYHUFRPLQJVWUXFWXUHVRIRSSUHVVLRQLQMXVWLFHDQGLQHTXDOLW\
that can disempower marginalized students and prevent them from participating, as is common 
LQWUDGLWLRQDODFDGHPLFVHWWLQJV3HUU\7KHVLWXDWHGQHVVRIWKHFLUFOHIRUPDWHQFRXUDJHV
the group to understand diverse perspectives on the same issue; for marginalized people who 
are rarely ‘heard’, this promotes the development of a critical consciousness or “conscientiza-
WLRQ´E\HQFRXUDJLQJSDUWLFLSDQWVWRH[DPLQHSHUFHLYHGVRFLDODQGSROLWLFDOFRQWUDGLFWLRQVDQG
GLIIHUHQFHVLQWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVDQGSHUVSHFWLYHV)UHLUH
Finally, circle pedagogy encourages holistic learning where, in alignment with the 
Indigenous medicine wheel, participants incorporate their physical, emotional, mental, and 
VSLULWXDO³VHOYHV´LQWRFODVVURRPGLDORJXH*UDYHOLQH+DUW3ROODFN7KH
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collaborative nature of knowledge production in this format not only shifts power imbalances 
between inside and outside students and the facilitator, it values, humanizes and respects the 
YRLFHVRIDOOFLUFOHPHPEHUV±ZKLFKLVRIWHQOLIHDI¿UPLQJIRU LQFDUFHUDWHGSHRSOH)D\WHU
)UHLWDVHWDO3ROODFN
Today’s class was especially moving. One of the inside students who has oth-
erwise remained quiet – always seeming to be assessing his whereabouts, the 
VLQFHULW\RIWKHRXWVLGHVWXGHQWVDQGSURIHVVRUDQGKRZKHZRXOGEHMXGJHG
IRUH[SUHVVLQJKLPVHOILQWKHFLUFOH±¿QDOO\VSRNHLQDGHWDLOHGDQGHQJDJHG
way. He shared his deep concerns about his life inside and potential life be-
\RQGSULVRQ+HVDLGWKDWKH¿QDOO\EHOLHYHGWKDWZKDWKHVKDUHG±LQFOXGLQJ
his deep fears of being deported, shunned by his family and harmed in his 
KRPHODQGIRUEHLQJJD\±ZRXOGEHYDOXHG+HVDLGWKDWIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHLQD
ORQJWLPHKHIHOWVDIHWRGLVFXVVWKHVHLVVXHVZLWKRWKHUV,WZDVWKHFOHDUHVWH[-
ample so far in this class as to how the circle format helps participants reclaim 
WKHLUYRLFH.LOW\:LQWHUFODVV¿HOGQRWHV
It is for this reason that W2B classes can be so transformative for participants. By caring 
about one another as ‘whole people’ the learning process involves not only sharing and receiv-
ing information, but contributing to one another’s intellectual, emotional, and spiritual growth 
*UDYHOLQH3DOPHU,QWKLVZD\FLUFOHSHGDJRJ\DLGVLQWKHFUHDWLRQRIDVSKHUH







Central to building W2B’s transformative potential is the fact that the professor-facilita-
WRULVQRWDQHPSOR\HHRIWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ$VWKHIROORZLQJH[FKDQJHH[HPSOL¿HVWKLVVHSDUDWLRQ
of power is one of the key reasons that W2B students feel safe to participate in this educational 
RSSRUWXQLW\
,QVLGH6WXGHQW,MXVWZDQWWRNQRZLIZKDWZHVD\LQKHUHLVJRLQJWREHUH-
ported to the COs? Do you talk to them about us or what we say? 
.LOW\1R,GRQ¶WZRUNIRUFRUUHFWLRQV7KLVLVDXQLYHUVLW\FODVVDQG,¶PKHUH
to facilitate learning about the different issues we will be studying. I would 
only speak to an institutional authority if you told me you were going to hurt 




Institutional staff do not sit in to observe or participate in W2B classes so there is a 
degree of autonomy in this educational initiative, which is important for developing the kind 
of trust that is needed to engage in open critical discussions about social issues. Especially for 
WKHLQVLGHVWXGHQWVWKHUHLVVDIHW\LQNQRZLQJWKDWWKHUHLVDGHJUHHRIFRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\UHJDUGLQJ
what is said in circle, again signaling how institutional hierarchies and power structures create 
feelings of a loss of democracy and civility amongst incarcerated people, which in turn reit-
erates the importance for community-based organizations, colleges, and universities to have 
access to engage in educational opportunities in carceral settings.
7KLVLVQRWWRVD\WKDW:%LVIUHHIURPWKHGLI¿FXOWLHVQRWHGDERYHLQWHUPVRIQDYL-
gating correctional policies and practices or the constraints that typically structure the carceral 
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steeped in punishment and oppression. 
Navigating institutional policies and protocols can also come to bear directly upon the 
FODVVH[SHULHQFHVXFKDVZKHQ.LOW\KDGWRVSHDNZLWKDNH\VWDIIPHPEHUDERXWWKHLUSUHVHQFH
in the classroom. In this instance, the staff member entered the room before class had ended 
and witnessed the closing circle on two occasions, which completely altered the mood and 
LQKLELWHGWKHH[SUHVVLYHQHVVRIWKHVWXGHQWVZKREHFDPHGHPRQVWUDEO\TXLHWHUDQGOHVVRSHQ
LQWKHLUGLDORJXH.LOW\	/HKDOOH7KDQNIXOO\WKLVVWDIIPHPEHUZDVUHFHSWLYHWRWKH
concerns raised by the professor and was respectful enough to avoid entering the class in future 
weeks. 
There are also ongoing weekly negotiations with correctional staff as you enter and 
pass through security and with the staff that manages the wing of the prison in which the inside 
students are housed. While administrative staff might approve of and support the initiative, 
frontline correctional staff are not always similarly supportive. Kilty has heard snide remarks 
IURP FRUUHFWLRQDO RI¿FHUV UHJDUGLQJ WKH ³IUHH HGXFDWLRQ WKDW WKH LQPDWHV DUH JHWWLQJZKHQ
>WKH\@VWLOOKDYHVWXGHQW ORDQGHEW´ :LQWHUFODVV¿HOGQRWHVDQG LQVLGHVWXGHQWVKDYH
UHSRUWHG WKDWJXDUGVVRPHWLPHVUHIHU WR WKHFRXUVHDV³ZDOOV WRELWFKHV´:LQWHUFODVV
¿HOGQRWHV'HSHQGLQJRQZKDW KDVRFFXUUHG LQ WKH LQVWLWXWLRQRUZKR LVZRUNLQJ WKDW GD\
FODVVHVFDQEHVHULRXVO\GHOD\HG±E\DQGHYHQPLQXWHV7KHVHH[DPSOHVVSHDNWR
the psychological climate of incarceration. The loud disruptive sounds and lack of privacy in 
FRQMXQFWLRQZLWKWKHDWWLPHVDQWDJRQLVWLFUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKVWDIIPHPEHUVLQFOXGLQJWDXQWLQJ
from guards), cell searches, and destruction of course materials contribute to making the pro-
FHVVRIWHDFKLQJDQGOHDUQLQJLQSULVRQH[FHSWLRQDOO\GLI¿FXOW±DQRQJRLQJQHJRWLDWLRQLQD
problematic environment.
There are also the common concerns regarding the lack of resources for students in 
prison, including lack of access to computers, the Internet, books, and other library resources 
which prevents them from fully participating in the research aspect of post-secondary edu-
cation. In more oppressive institutional environments, including where Kilty teaches – even 
pens, erasers, and binders for the students’ loose-leaf papers are prohibited. These students are 
only permitted to use small golf pencils, which has led to the creative response of using the 
rubber soles of their sneakers as erasers. Moreover, the physical space of carceral settings is 
unmistakably constraining to educational advancement; prisons are loud, deny privacy to in-
dividuals, and face constant interruptions due to cell counts, rounds, mealtimes, cell searches, 




on cells can be variably dark or over bright at odd hours, there is poor air circulation and there 
DUHURXWLQHWHPSHUDWXUHÀXFWXDWLRQVWKDWOHDGWRIHHOLQJFROGRUKRWWKDWFDQPDNHFRQFHQWUDWLRQ
GLI¿FXOW'HVSLWHWKHVHGLI¿FXOWLHVDQGFRPSDUHGWRWKHPRQRWRQ\LQKXPDQLW\DQGDJRQLVPRI
prison life, W2B creates the opportunity to develop respectful, stimulating, and highly mean-
ingful relationships that ground the teaching and learning process. 
Conclusion 
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YLGVRQS:KHUHPRVWFRUUHFWLRQDOSURJUDPVDUHRIWHQFULWLTXHGIRUIDLOLQJWRDGGUHVV
SULVRQHUV¶QHHGV3ROODFN6KDQW]HWDOHGXFDWLRQDORSSRUWXQLWLHVDUHUHJXODUO\
described as breaking the monotony of prison life and as being “stimulating, nurturing, and 
OLIHHQKDQFLQJ´7HUU\SS([SUHVVLRQVOLNHWKHVHLQGLFDWHWKDWWKHSULVRQFODVV-
room is considered a safe space in an otherwise oppressive environment. The sphere of civility 
that is created in the classroom is a microcosm that is less threatening than the atmosphere 
of punishment and control that structures prison life, and serves to encourage positive – even 
transformative – change by helping to foster a student identity and passing time constructively 
(Collins, 2008). 
To create a performative space in a carceral environment, there are certain character-
istic elements of the prison that must be abandoned because learning only occurs in a space 
ZKHUHUHVSHFWLVPXWXDODQGIUHHRIFRHUFLRQRUWKUHDW'DYLGVRQ3DOPHU3ROODFN
D$VLQFDUFHUDWHGVWXGHQWVUHSHDWHGO\DWWHVWHGXFDWLRQSURJUDPVLQSULVRQUHPLQG
SULVRQHUVRI WKHLUKXPDQLW\DQGRI WKHLUSRWHQWLDO %RQDQIDQWL)D\WHU.LOW\	
/HKDOOH.LOW\HWDO:HPXVWEHFDUHIXOKRZHYHUQRWWRFUHDWHDIDOVHVHQVHRI
comfort that bolsters carceral power, which is antithetical to the central principles that enable 
WKHFUHDWLRQRIDSHUIRUPDWLYHHGXFDWLRQDOVSDFHLQWKHSULVRQFRQWH[W±QDPHO\FLYLOLW\HWK-
ical conversations, and democracy (Wright and Gehring, 2008a, 2008b). For while they may 
QXUWXUH³LQWHOOHFWXDOIUHHGRPLQDQRWKHUZLVHFRHUFLYHHQYLURQPHQW´'DYLGVRQS
prison education programs remain hindered by the constraints of the carceral classroom and 
punitive surveillance, risk, and management logics that structure and govern prison life. 
While it is perhaps easier to think of the lack of human and material resources that pris-
on educators and incarcerated students regularly face (e.g., limited or no access to computers, 
the Internet, books, and other academic reading material; poor conditions in which to read and 
FRPSOHWHDVVLJQPHQWVDQGOLPLWHGFRQWDFWZLWKWHDFKHUVWKLVFROODERUDWLYHUHVHDUFKSURMHFW
also revealed how the carceral focus on security as the primary governance and management 
logic challenges the freedom that comes with learning initiatives inside. Despite the motivation 
that prisoners report regarding educational opportunities and teachers’ efforts to guide them in 
the achievement of their goals, there is little time, space, or support for fostering the interper-
sonal trust and mutual respect (central formative aspects of adult education) required to thrive 
LQFDUFHUDOHQYLURQPHQWV,WLVQRWHQRXJKIRUDSULVRQHUWRH[SHULHQFHFLYLOLW\HWKLFDOFRQYHU-
sations, and democracy in only one space for a limited amount of time each day or each week. 
The sphere of civility that the performative classroom space generates does not cancel out the 
dangers and degradations that characterize normative prison life. Instead, it can create a bifur-
FDWHGFDUFHUDOH[SHULHQFHZKHUHRQHFDQQHYHUEHFRPSOHWHO\IUHHRIWKHSXQLWLYHIXQGDPHQWDO
QDWXUHRIOLIHLQSULVRQ




FODVVURRP IRU WKHP WR KDYH D VWURQJHU WUDQVIRUPDWLYH LQÀXHQFH7KH:DOOV WR%ULGJHV SUR-
JUDPUHÀHFWVWKLVVHQWLPHQWZLWKLWVFHQWUDODLPVRIEXLOGLQJEULGJHVEHWZHHQWKHFDUFHUDODQG




in the community and by teachers who do not work for corrections. Not only would this shift 
help prisoners to shed that identity as their master status in lieu of a positive and transformative 
identity as a student or learner, it would help them connect with and feel invested in the com-
munities to which they will one day return.
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9ROXPHDQG
9ROXPH
2 As part of the memorandum of understanding between the provincial government and 
the university, we are legally prohibited from identifying the name or location of the detention 
centre.
3 The CSC requires that federally sentenced prisoners in Canada “participate in an 
HGXFDWLRQ SURJUDP´ZLWK WKH JRDO RI SURYLGLQJ ³EDVLF OLWHUDF\ DFDGHPLF DQG SHUVRQDO GH-
YHORSPHQW VNLOOV´ 5HWULHYHG 0DU   KWWSVZZZFVFVFFJFFDFRUUHFWLRQDOSUR-
FHVVHQJVKWPO). There are no mandated educational opportunities in provincial 
carceral institutions in Canada.
Journal of Prison Education and Reentry 
Vol. 6 No. 3, 2020
PRACTITIONER PAPER 





Abstract: Humanities courses make up a large portion of higher education courses offered 
in United States carceral facilities. However, many of these facilities lack the academic re-
sources necessary to support the research assignments traditionally assigned in a humanities 
course, from research papers common in introductory courses to the undergraduate theses 
completed by many humanities majors. This paper outlines a case study in adapting a hu-
manities research assignment to function in a prison lacking digital and physical research re-
VRXUFHVZLWKSDUWLFXODUDWWHQWLRQWRWKHDVVLJQPHQW¶VSRWHQWLDOWRSURPRWHVWXGHQWFRQ¿GHQFH
independent learning, and autonomy. The author surveys the instructor’s role in promoting 
“Inquiry-Based Learning,” a pedagogy that emphasizes active learning, and the challenges 
that the prison environment presents in helping students take on the role of active researcher. 
)LQDOO\WKHSDSHUFRQVLGHUVWKHORQJWHUPEHQH¿WVRISUHVHUYLQJUHVHDUFKDVVLJQPHQWVGH-
spite the logistical obstacles, particularly for students pursuing further higher education after 
release. 
Keywords: humanities research; educational resources; student autonomy; Taconic Correc-
tional Facility
 Every aspect of a college course is altered by the material realities of the prison envi-
ronment, but research-based learning is particularly affected. For instructors of introductory 
humanities courses, frequently tasked with teaching academic research and information liter-
acy, adapting research assignments to the prison environment is central to a successful course. 
This is particularly urgent considering the prominent place humanities instruction retains with-
in prison curricula in the United States, where courses requiring humanities and social science 
UHVHDUFK VNLOOV FRQWLQXH WRPDNHXS D VLJQL¿FDQW VHJPHQWRI FRXUVHRIIHULQJV ,QPDQ\86
states, however, incarcerated students do not have access to resources necessary for conducting 
research. Asher (2006), Sorgert (2014), and DeLano Davis (2017) document myriad programs 
designed to increase academic resources in prison libraries, but note their limited reach; in Ash-
er’s words “many facilities are neither funded nor stocked to provide resources for academic 
research.” This reality has multiple detrimental effects. In my own course, it created substan-
tial obstacles to offering students transferable academic credit, a problem which, writ large, 
threatens to limit prison education programs. Even more deleteriously, material limitations to 
research can offer incarcerated students painful reminders of the resources denied by the prison 
system.
 This essay offers a case-study of strategies for confronting two persistent barriers to 
WHDFKLQJUHVHDUFKVNLOOVLQDQXQGHUUHVRXUFHGFDUFHUDOHQYLURQPHQW)LUVWZLWKRXWVXI¿FLHQW
UHVHDUFKPDWHULDODW WKHLUGLVSRVDO LQVWUXFWRUVPXVW¿QGRWKHUDYHQXHVIRU WHDFKLQJVWXGHQWV
how to seek out, evaluate, and select proper sources for a research-based assignment. Second, 
without these resources, incarcerated students risk being deprived of one of the most self-di-
rected assignments offered in any humanities course, in which student-directed research re-
places reading and responding to work chosen and assigned by an instructor. This independent 
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work is central to any college education, but it is particularly important for incarcerated stu-
dents faced with the loss of personal agency that the American carceral system creates. These 
strategies, drawn from my experience teaching at Taconic Correctional Facility in Bedford 
+LOOV1HZ<RUNFDQKHOSSULVRQLQVWUXFWRUVUHSOLFDWHPDQ\RIWKHEHQH¿WVRIRQFDPSXVUH-
search, complementing the necessary political advocacy to provide incarcerated students with 
needed academic resources. 
Inquiry-Based Learning in the Prison Classroom
 This research assignment was offered as part of University Writing, Columbia Univer-
VLW\¶VUHTXLUHGLQWURGXFWRU\FRXUVHLQDFDGHPLFZULWLQJZKLFKZDVEHLQJWDXJKWIRUWKH¿UVW
time in a prison facility. The ten enrolled students, ranging from students with extensive prison 
HGXFDWLRQH[SHULHQFHWRWKRVHZKRZHUHWDNLQJWKHLU¿UVWHYHUFROOHJHFODVVKDGDEO\QDYLJDWHG
WKH¿UVWWZRXQLWVRIWKHFRXUVHDWH[WXDODQDO\VLVSDSHUIRFXVLQJRQDVLQJOHDVVLJQHGHVVD\DQG
a longer paper considering multiple essays in conversation with one another; from a material 
resources perspective, these assignments required only that I distribute a few assigned texts. 
The third unit, tasked with introducing students to both the principles of academic research and 
the resources available to them for conducting it, required substantially more intervention. For 
PDQ\XQLYHUVLW\VWXGHQWVUHVHDUFKEDVHGDVVLJQPHQWVUHSUHVHQWWKH¿UVWVHULRXVLQWURGXFWLRQ
to Inquiry-Based Learning, in which, as Blessinger and Carfora (2014, p. 5) put it, “the learn-
er moves from a passive to an active participant in the learning process, [and] the instructor 
also moves from being an isolated subject matter expert to an instructional leader, learning 
architect, and learning guide and mentor.” In the campus environment, students are enabled 
DVDFWLYHOHDUQHUVE\¿QGLQJUHVHDUFKPDWHULDOLQDQDFDGHPLFOLEUDU\RURQOLQHGDWDEDVHVDQG
subsequently fashioning an argument from these materials, while an instructor teaches relevant 
UHVHDUFKVNLOOV WRKHOSVWXGHQWVFRPSOHWH WKHVH WDVNV7KH¿UVWFKDOOHQJH LQDGDSWLQJ WKH UH-
search assignment to the prison environment is replicating this experience of student discovery 
without having research resources at their disposal. In other words, simply assigning materials, 
DV,KDGGRQHLQWKH¿UVWWZRXQLWVZRXOGGHSULYHVWXGHQWVRIWKHDELOLW\WRGR,QTXLU\%DVHG
Learning. Independent source discovery must be incorporated. 
Generating Research Questions
 As the task of generating research questions is both an entirely new skill for many stu-
dents, and of crucial importance for the success of the research assignment, I devoted an entire 
WZRKRXUFODVVWRKHOSLQJVWXGHQWVPRYHIURPEURDGWRSLFDOLQWHUHVWVWRVSHFL¿FGDWDEDVHVHDUFK
phrases. I began by introducing two relevant frameworks for student research. First, the well-
known approach of Booth et al (2008), a methodology that exhorts student researchers to start 
from the position of “local expert,” a practice that supports student autonomy by helping stu-
dents imagine research as a self-driven activity emerging from personal expertise, rather than a 
sterilized process of combing through sources on whatever topic an instructor deems important 
(Booth et al 2008, p. 41). To further encourage student-researcher autonomy, I introduced ex-
cerpts of Crist and Miles’s research on “narrative inquiry,” a “genre that originates as personal 
LQTXLU\LQWRDVLJQL¿FDQWLVVXHIRUWKHVWXGHQWDQGLPEXHVLWZLWKVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDODQDO\VLV´
(Crist and Miles, 2018, p. 225). Using these principles, students then started generating pre-
liminary research questions they wanted to pursue over the course of a multi-week assignment. 
Often, students used the combined principles of local expertise and narrative inquiry to bring 
together their own personal experiences and themes from previously-assigned readings, to cre-
ate unique research topics that they were personally invested in. 
One student’s experience highlights the challenges incarcerated learners may face in generat-
ing research questions, and ways that these pedagogical tools can help overcome them. This 
student, having written an earlier assignment that analyzed an assigned excerpt from Matthew 
Desmond’s Evicted, a 2016 ethnographic study of evictions in several American cities, was in-
terested in further studying eviction, but was daunted by the vast scope of the topic. To help the 
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VWXGHQW¿QGDPRUHPDQDJHDEOHUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQ,VXJJHVWHGXVLQJQDUUDWLYHLQTXLU\WRFRQ-
sider a space of particular personal interest as a starting-point. The student eventually decided 
to connect the issue of housing eviction to poverty rates in three New York City neighborhoods; 
this led to database search phrases such as “eviction and poverty rates in East Harlem” and 
“eviction rates and school attendance in New York City.” As this example shows, encouraging 
students to generate research questions from personal investments, in addition to promoting 
student autonomy throughout the assignment, can help generate “right-sized” research ques-
tions that students can pursue within the limits of a single assignment; having an inquiry of 
PDQDJHDEOHVFRSHFDQLQWXUQPDNHUHVHDUFKDVVLJQPHQWVIHHOVLJQL¿FDQWO\OHVVLQWLPLGDWLQJWR
students. 
Replicating the Database Search
 At this juncture, the assignment requires substantial instructor adaptation to best repli-
FDWHKRZDUHVHDUFKSDSHUZRXOGEHWDXJKWZLWKVLJQL¿FDQWDFDGHPLFUHVHDUFKUHVRXUFHVDYDLO-
able. Having worked with students to generate research topics and search keywords, an in-
structor may now enter those terms into both a primary source and secondary source database. 
,QVWUXFWRU ÀH[LELOLW\ZKHQ VHOHFWLQJ GDWDEDVHV SOD\V DQ LPSRUWDQW UROH LQ JHQHUDWLQJ XVHIXO
research results for students, as students generating topics by considering their personal ex-
pertise will almost inevitably produce research questions ranging across humanities and social 
VFLHQFH¿HOGV,QP\FRXUVHVWXGHQWUHVHDUFKWRSLFVRIWHQFURVVHGGLVFLSOLQDU\ERXQGDULHV2QH
student, for instance, undertook a research paper that studied historical shifts in public attitudes 




the student’s project, and instructors should bear this in mind when conducting searches on 
behalf of students. In my case, I settled on the widely-available ProQuest Central to search 
primary sources and either JSTOR or Web of Science for secondary sources; instructors may 
need to adapt these choices to suit other student research topics. Sorting under the heading 
³5HOHYDQFH´,VHOHFWHGDQGSULQWHGWKH¿UVWWHQUHVXOWVLQERWKSULPDU\DQGVHFRQGDU\VRXUFHV
compiled them in order of search return, and prepared a packet of research material for each 
student.
 This sample, of course, was much smaller than the numerous resources a student could 
access on campus, but it enabled students to complete a series of relevant assignments on 
source evaluation (e.g. identifying distinguishing characteristics of primary and secondary 
sources) as well as function (e.g. considering different ways research sources can contribute to 
arguments). With research material in front of them, students could also learn citation practices 
and strategies for avoiding plagiarism. Crucially, it gave students control over choosing what 
research material to write about; since the assignment required they use four primary and four 
secondary sources, student researchers were in charge of selecting the most valuable sources 
for their argument from the larger sample. With database results distributed, I as instructor 
took on the role of supporting, rather than directing, student research. For instance, one student 
researching childhood narratives of homelessness asked for further information on historical 
rates of childhood eviction, and we worked together to create follow-up search terms that I 
could search on the student’s behalf. 
Outcomes
 ,QWRWDOWKHUHVHDUFKDVVLJQPHQWUHTXLUHG¿YHZHHNVRQHIRUJHQHUDWLQJUHVHDUFKTXHV-
tions; one for digesting and analyzing research material; two for composing a draft and con-
GXFWLQJIROORZXSUHVHDUFKDQGD¿QDOZHHNIRUUHYLVLRQV$OOWHQVWXGHQWVVXFFHVVIXOO\FRP-
SOHWHGUHVHDUFKHVVD\V7RSLFVUDQJHGZLGHO\IURPDQDQDO\VLVRIWKHLQÀXHQFHRIWKH8QLYHUVDO
Declaration of Human Rights on “right to counsel” laws, to a study of the effects of gentri-
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¿FDWLRQRQ UDFLDO VHJUHJDWLRQ LQ WKH1RUWKHDVWHUQ8QLWHG6WDWHV ,QRQHQRWDEOHXQIRUHVHHQ
EHQH¿WWKHHVVD\VUHYHDOHGWKDWVWXGHQWVKDG³WUDGHG´VRXUFHVDPRQJRQHDQRWKHU²WKHVWXGHQW
researching the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, for instance, shared sources on hous-
ing and human rights law with colleagues researching eviction and homelessness. The ability to 
share resources with one another added another element of student autonomy and camaraderie 
to the assignment. While the sample of ten students is small, this group has gone on to notable 
educational success; two students from this introductory class in 2018 have already completed 
entire undergraduate degrees at Taconic. 
Potential Challenges
 This assignment has the potential to help promote student empowerment, a learning 
experience of deep importance to incarcerated students. This will not happen automatically, 
however; instructors play a key role in ensuring that the assignment actually achieves this goal. 
From a student perspective, this assignment can seem similar to any other course assignment 
conducted in a carceral facility: an instructor brings in material for students to read, helps them 
digest and respond to it, and directs them to complete a writing assignment. The instructor 
therefore must make apparent the shift that Blessinger and Carfora describe from authority to 
“instructional leader, learning architect, and learning guide and mentor.” Without this shift, 
WKH LQVWUXFWRUZLOOKDYHGLI¿FXOW\DOORZLQJ VWXGHQWV WRHQJDJH LQZKDW%HKDQ S
calls the “uncomfortable, ambiguous, tentative, uncertain and evolving” critical thinking that is 
necessary for helping students develop agency in the prison environment. In my course, I had 
become aware of this dynamic during earlier units focused on close reading and textual anal-
\VLVVWXGHQWVIUHTXHQWO\FRPSRVHGUHVSRQVHV WKDWGHSDUWHGVLJQL¿FDQWO\IURPWKH WH[WV WKH\
had been assigned, implicitly signaling that they were eager to explore their own intellectual 
interests as part of the course, and my role in maintaining student focus on material that I had 
assigned could feel constraining. 
 While Gordon (2019, p. 164) has pointed out that alleviating this authoritative dynamic 
remains a problem even for prison instructors who attempt to “craft lessons that invite and en-
courage student inquiry and build activities around collaborative investigation and dialogue,” 
humanities research offers one avenue forward through its emphasis on research as a conver-
sational practice among scholar-peers. The framework of “research as conversation” has par-
WLFXODUEHQH¿WVLQSULVRQFODVVURRPV7KHFRQYHUVDWLRQPRGHOZKHUHSULPDU\DQGVHFRQGDU\
sources serve not only as experts or authorities but also as interlocutors whose positions a stu-
dent-researcher can challenge, modify, or support, can decenter the authority of “expert” sourc-
es without the perceived risk of pushing back against writing assigned by an instructor, which 
students often feel may negatively impact their standing in the course. For students without ac-
cess to research resources, any material assigned by an instructor, however compelling, carries 
the mark of authority, since it has been deemed “acceptable” material for incarcerated people 
WRVWXG\E\DQRXWVLGH¿JXUH%\JLYLQJVWXGHQWVWKHDELOLW\WRHYDOXDWHFULWLFDOO\UHVSRQGWR
and even disagree with research sources, a humanities research assignment can reframe student 
relationships to texts, even if an instructor cannot fully shed the authoritative position placed 
on them in the prison environment.
Conclusion 
 ,W EHDUV UHSHDWLQJ WKDW DPRGL¿HGDVVLJQPHQW FDQQRWREYLDWH WKHQHHG IRU LPSURYHG
DFDGHPLFUHVRXUFHVLQ8QLWHG6WDWHVSULVRQV1RQHWKHOHVVWKHEHQH¿WVRIDGDSWLQJKXPDQLWLHV
UHVHDUFKDVVLJQPHQWVJUHDWO\RXWZHLJKWKHGLI¿FXOWLHV)RUPDQ\SULVRQVWXGHQWVWKHLUHGXFD-
tional goals include not only learning skills and content but also preparing for continued pursuit 
of higher education after release. In order to be successful in this transition, students must have 
been equipped with independent research skills, skills that they will frequently be assumed to 
have by their future university instructors. The costs of not teaching students these research 
skills go beyond the academic. Even under supportive circumstances, research assignments 
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RIWHQSURGXFHVLJQL¿FDQWVWXGHQWDQ[LHWLHV7KHVHIHHOLQJVZKHQFRPSRXQGHGE\RWKHUVWLJ-
mas faced by formerly incarcerated students, have the potential to derail educational success, 
especially if they give formerly-incarcerated students the impression that the education they 
received was substandard. Teaching humanities research, then, is crucial not only for promot-
ing the academic independence and autonomy of incarcerated individuals, but also for creating 
space for them in educational settings beyond the prison walls. 
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Abstract: This scoping review addresses the question, what are the outcomes of existing prison 
parenting education programs for women experiencing incarceration and what can we learn? 
The framework used was based on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
0HWD$QDO\VHV H[WHQVLRQ IRU 6FRSLQJ 5HYLHZV 35,60$6F5 6LJQL¿FDQW SRVLWLYH FKDQJ-
HVZHUHLGHQWL¿HGDIWHUDWWHQGLQJSULVRQSDUHQWLQJSURJUDPVDQGZRPHQJHQHUDOO\SURYLGHG
positive feedback about their experiences however, there were also insights into the distress 
caused. The content covered in the programs is also explored. In conclusion, prison can be an 
opportunity for parenting education and support although currently the best way to provide 
this support to women has not been established. This review gives insight to those wanting to 
GHYHORSDSDUHQWLQJSURJUDPVSHFL¿FDOO\IRUZRPHQ
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/RSHU	7XHUN1HZPDQHW DO WZRV\VWHPDWLF UHYLHZV 7UHPEOD\	6XWKHU-
ODQG 7UR\ HW DO 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LQFOXGHGRQO\TXDQWLWDWLYHVWXGLHVDQGSURJUDPV LQDFRPPXQLW\VHWWLQJDVZHOODVDSULVRQ



































JOLVK ODQJXDJHDQGSXEOLVKHG LQ WKH ODVW WHQ\HDUV IURP WR WR UHSUHVHQWSDUHQW
HGXFDWLRQOLWHUDWXUHUHOHYDQWWRFXUUHQWSDUHQWLQJQHHGVIRUZRPHQLQSULVRQ
Sources of Evidence
7KHHYLGHQFH LQFOXGHG UHVHDUFK VWXGLHV WKDW HYDOXDWHGDSDUHQWLQJSURJUDPZLWKLQD
SULVRQ
Search Strategy and Selection of Studies
(OHYHQGDWDEDVHVZHUHVHDUFKHG0HGOLQH(PEDVH(PFDUH3V\F,QIR&RFKUDQH/L-
EUDU\$XVWUDOLDQ&ULPLQRORJ\'DWDEDVH&ULPLQDO-XVWLFH'DWDEDVH(GXFDWLRQ5HVRXUFHV,Q-
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Table 3
































































Program Structure/Content  
7KHPDMRULW\RIWKHSURJUDPVXVHGDFRPELQDWLRQRIGLVFXVVLRQJURXSVZLWKDWHDFK-




















GXH WRGLI¿FXOWLHV DFFHVVLQJ FKLOGUHQZKLFK OHG WRGLVDSSRLQWPHQW IRU WKHZRPHQDQG VWDII
3HUU\HWDO
7DEOHGHPRQVWUDWHV WKHGLIIHUHQW WRSLFV WKDWZHUHFRYHUHGZLWKLQ WKHSURJUDPV UH-
YLHZHGDQGWKHIUHTXHQF\WKDWDWRSLFZDVLQFOXGHG7KLVLVUHSRUWHGDFFRUGLQJWRZKDWZDV








































WR FRPPXQLFDWLRQGHDOLQJZLWKDQJHU FRPSOH[HPRWLRQVDQGGLVFLSOLQH 8UEDQ	%XUWRQ
.HQQRQHWDODVVHVVHGNQRZOHGJHRIOHJDOLVVXHVDIWHUHLJKWZHHNVDQGWKHUH
ZDV D GHPRQVWUDWHG ORVV RI OHJDO NQRZOHGJH KRZHYHU UHVXOWVZHUH LPSURYHG FRPSDUHG WR
NQRZOHGJHSULRUWRWKHSURJUDP








DQ¶VDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVthe role of the parent,GHPRQVWUDWLQJWKDWWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVKDYHDQXQGHU-
VWDQGLQJRIWKHFKLOG¶VQHHGVDVGLIIHUHQWIURPWKHLURZQQHHGVDQGWKDWWKHSDUHQWLVUHVSRQVLEOH
IRUPHHWLQJ WKHLURZQQHHGV 6LPPRQVHW DO .DPSWQHU HW DO  LPSURYLQJ WKH
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Discussion






























IRXU RQHDQGDKDOIKRXU KRPH YLVLWV LQ WKH1HWKHUODQGV5HVXOWV GHPRQVWUDWHG VLJQL¿FDQW
SRVLWLYHFKDQJHVLQGLVUXSWLYHFKLOGDQGSDUHQWLQJEHKDYLRXUUHSRUWHGE\PRWKHUVLPPHGLDWH-
O\DIWHUWKHSURJUDP7HDFKHUVDQGFKLOGFDUHVWDIIZKRZHUHEOLQGHGWRWKHVWXG\LQWHUYHQWLRQ
























What Have we Learnt for Future Program Development?
0DQ\RIWKHVWXGLHVRXWOLQHGSUREOHPVHQFRXQWHUHGZKLOHZRUNLQJZLWKLQWKHSULVRQ

























PHQDQGZRPHQYDU\TXLWHFRQVLGHUDEO\DQG WKHUHDUH OLPLWHGSURJUDPVHYDOXDWHG WKDWDUH
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HQUROOPHQWLQDSURJUDP5RVVLWHUHWDO









Strengths and Limitations 
7KLVVFRSLQJUHYLHZIRFXVHVRQSDUHQWLQJHGXFDWLRQIRUZRPHQZKRDUHLQFDUFHUDWHG
LQFOXGLQJTXDQWLWDWLYHDQGTXDOLWDWLYHGDWD7KLVUHYLHZLQFOXGHVWKHIUHTXHQF\RIYDULRXVWRS-














FKDQJHV LQSDUHQWLQJ DWWLWXGHNQRZOHGJHEHKDYLRXU FRPPXQLFDWLRQ FRQ¿GHQFHYLVLWDWLRQ



















FKLOGUHQDIIHFWHGE\ WKHLUPRWKHU¶V LQFDUFHUDWLRQ(GXFDWLRQDQGJDLQLQJFRQ¿GHQFHDUH LP-
SRUWDQWFRQVLGHUDWLRQVDVVHSDUDWLRQEHWZHHQPRWKHUVDQGWKHLUFKLOGUHQFDQKDYHVHULRXVHPR-
WLRQDOSK\VLFDODQGSV\FKRORJLFDOHIIHFWVRQERWKWKHPRWKHUDQGFKLOG(IIHFWLYHSDUHQWLQJ
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$EVWUDFWDespite increasing attention towards education as a quality measure for correction-
DOVHUYLFHVOLWWOHUHVHDUFKDWWHQWLRQKDVEHHQSDLGWRWKHTXDOL¿FDWLRQDQGWUDLQLQJRISULVRQ
RI¿FHUV7KLVDUWLFOHLQYHVWLJDWHVKRZ1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUVXQGHUVWDQGWKHLURZQSURIHV-










One of the main tasks of criminal correctional services is to prevent new crimes from 
being committed after the sentence has been served (Storvik, 2006; Feierman, Levick & Mody, 
2009; Hawkins, Lattimore, Dawe & Visher, 2009; Mathur & Clark, 2014). In the literature, 
an increasing attention towards education as a quality measure for correctional services has 
been put forward (Steurer & Smith, 2003; Davis et al., 2014; Manger, Eikeland & Asbjørnsen, 
2019). In this line of research, focus has been on opportunities, motivation and needs of incar-
cerated persons (Brosens, de Donder, Dury, & Verte, 2015; Roth, Westrheim, Jones & Manger, 
2017; Eikeland, Manger, & Asbjørnsen, 2009). Still, those who are closest to the incarcerated 
SHUVRQVLQWKHLUHYHU\GD\OLYHVWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVZLOOKDYHJUHDWLPSDFWDQGLQÀXHQFHRQWKH
incarcerated persons’ understanding of, and motivation for, education and training in prison 
:HVWUKHLP	(LGH,QFUHDVLQJRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGNQRZOHGJHDERXWWKHTXDOL¿FD-
WLRQDQGHGXFDWLRQRISULVRQRI¿FHUVDUHWKXVRIFUXFLDOLPSRUWDQFHIRUTXDOLW\GHYHORSPHQWLQ
correctional services and securing the educational rights of incarcerated persons. Addressing 
WKLVJDSLQWKHOLWHUDWXUHWKLVDUWLFOHVHWVRXWWRLQYHVWLJDWHKRZSULVRQRI¿FHUVLQWHUSUHWSURIHV-
sionalism in a Norwegian setting. 
,QDQLQWHUQDWLRQDOFRQWH[WWKHTXDOL¿FDWLRQVQHHGHGWREHFRPHDSULVRQRI¿FHUYDU\
across different nations, such as the United States, Belgium, England, and Norway (the Direc-
WRUDWHRI1RUZHJLDQ&RUUHFWLRQDO6HUYLFH,Q1RUZD\WRGD\SULVRQRI¿FHUVDUHTXDOL¿HG
through a two-year higher education programme, which can be expanded into a bachelor’s 
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(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
GHJUHH7KLVDUWLFOHH[DPLQHV1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶YLHZVRQSURIHVVLRQDOLVPDQGFDUHHU
opportunities through the following question: +RZGR1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUVXQGHUVWDQG
their own professionalism and opportunities for professional development in their occupation?
([LVWLQJ UHVHDUFK LQWR WKH UROH DV SULVRQRI¿FHU SDLQWV D SLFWXUH RI D ULVN\ VWUHVVIXO
professional role (Nylander, Lindberg & Bruhn, 2012; Finney, Stergiopoulos, Hensel, Bonato, 
	'HZD*ULI¿Q+RJDQ/DPEHUW7XFNHU*DLO	%DNHU.XQVW6FKDXIHOL
	3HHWHUV6XUYH\VRISULVRQRI¿FHUV¶SV\FKRVRFLDOZRUNLQJFRQGLWLRQVUHYHDOSRVVL-
ble explanations for experiences such as lacking a sense of accomplishment and work-related 
stress. Other studies, including Crawley and Crawley (2007), have further shown that the role 
RIWKHSULVRQRI¿FHULVRIWHQQHJDWLYHO\SRUWUD\HGLQWKHPHGLDDQGLQVRFLHW\RXWVLGHWKHSULVRQ






¿YHGLIIHUHQWDSSURDFKHV7UXHFDUHUOLPLWHGFDUHUROGVFKRROFRQÀLFWHGand damaged. True 
carers are characterized by respecting incarcerated persons privacy and encourage them to 
help themselves with their support (p. 444), while limited carers have a more bureaucratic 
approach to their work in accordance with rules and regulations embodied in correctional ser-
YLFHV$FFRUGLQJO\WKH\KDYHDPRUHSUDJPDWLFIRUPRIFDUHDQGWU\WR¿QGSUDFWLFDOVROXWLRQV
WRWKHLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQV¶H[SUHVVHGSUREOHPVS2OGVFKRRORI¿FHUVKDYHWKHVDPH
bureaucratic approach to care as limited carers but makes a clearer distinction between “them” 
LQFDUFHUDWHG SHUVRQV DQG ³XV´ SULVRQ RI¿FHUV )RU WKH FRQÀLFWHG FDUHUV FDULQJ LV DERXW
WHDFKLQJLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQVWREHEHWWHUSHRSOH,QGRLQJVRWKH\RIWHQFRQÀDWHFDUHDQGFRQ-
trol. Many incarcerated persons thus experience them as “unpredictable” and “two-faced”. The 
last typology is those who have a damaged approach to care. In this small group, Tait (2011) 
found that they had prior experiences of assaults and lack of support from mangers, leading 
to emotional and practical withdrawal from incarcerated persons in their work (pp. 448-449). 
7DLW¶VVWXG\LVWKH¿UVWV\VWHPDWLFH[DPLQDWLRQRISULVRQRI¿FHU¶VDSSURDFKRSHUDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ
DQGFRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQWRFDUHLQWKHLUSURIHVVLRQDOSUDFWLFH7DLWS3ULVRQRI¿FHU¶V





ee-incarcerated relations in prison, Liebling, Price, and Elliott (1999) came to the following 
WKUHHFRQFOXVLRQV)LUVWWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQSULVRQRI¿FHUDQGDQLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQLV
a complex one. This means that the ways in which situations unfold, are mediated by the rela-
WLRQVEHWZHHQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUDQGWKHLQFDUFHUDWHG/LHEOLQJHWDOS,QFDUU\LQJ
RXWWKHLUMRESULVRQRI¿FHUVPXVWQHJRWLDWHXVHRIIRUFH(YHQVHQ/LHEOLQJHWDO
which can serve as a possible explanation of a lacking sense of accomplishment and work-re-
ODWHGVWUHVV+RZHYHU/LHEOLQJHWDO¶V¿QGLQJVVKRZWKDWSULVRQRI¿FHUVDUHUHWLFHQWLQWKHLU
use of force (Liebling et al., 1999, p. 72). The relation between an incarcerated person and 
employee is both rule-based and non-rule-based when making decisions (Liebling et al., 1999; 
/LHEOLQJ3ULFH	6KHIHUS,QRWKHUZRUGVSULVRQRI¿FHUVXVHdiscretion in their 
encounters with the incarcerated persons.
$QRWKHURQHRI/LHEOLQJHWDO¶V ¿QGLQJVFRQFHUQVFRQVLVWHQF\DQGDSSOLHV WR
ERWKSULVRQRI¿FHUVDQGLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQV:KHUHDVLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQVKDGDQDEVROXWH




(Liebling et al., 1999; Nymo, 2019). As a consequence of this, there were different degrees of 
YDULDWLRQLQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶H[HFXWLRQRIWKHLUZRUN/LHEOLQJHWDOS:HVWUKHLP
	(LGH$V1\PRDUJXHVDSURIHVVLRQDOSULVRQRI¿FHUPXVWDOZD\VUHÀHFWRQ
WKHVLWXDWLRQVVKH LV IDFLQJDQGH[WUDFW WKHNQRZOHGJHQHFHVVDU\ WRXQGHUVWDQG WKHVSHFL¿FV
RIWKHLQGLYLGXDOVLWXDWLRQSS2QO\LQWKLVZD\FDQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHULQFUHDVHKLV
RUKHUSURIHVVLRQDOFDSDFLW\IRUDFWLRQ$FFRUGLQJWR/LHEOLQJHWDOWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV
strove towards a balance between friendliness and professionalism in their work (p. 87). They 
wanted to be involved, and at the same time uphold safety precautions, and treat the incarcer-
ated persons respectfully (Liebling et al., 1999, p. 87). In conclusion, the authors point out that 
WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVSHUIRUPHG³SHDFHNHHSLQJZRUN´LQWKHLULQWHUDFWLRQVZLWKWKHLQFDUFHUDWHG
persons. This was a skill that was taken for granted and was, in fact, considered “common 
VHQVH´/LHEOLQJHWDOS³3HDFHNHHSLQJ´ZDVRIWHQFHQWUDOWRFKDOOHQJLQJFRQÀLFW
VLWXDWLRQV1HYHUWKHOHVVWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVGHVFULEHGWKHVHVLWXDWLRQVDVDPRQJ³WKHEHVWSDUWV
of the job,” and “a good day at work,” despite their problems and challenges (Liebling et al., 
1999, p. 82). 
,QWKHDERYHZHVHHWKDWWKHUHVHDUFKSDLQWVDSLFWXUHRIDFRPSOH[SULVRQRI¿FHUUROH
with a complicated and, at times, contradictory mandate. In connection with this role there 
are also several areas of tension, such as between using force on the one hand, and care and 
UHKDELOLWDWLRQRQWKHRWKHU,QFDUU\LQJRXWWKLVUROHWKHLQGLYLGXDOSULVRQRI¿FHU¶VVHOIXQGHU-
VWDQGLQJDQGSHUFHSWLRQRIWKLVLVFUXFLDO+RZFDQZHWKHQHGXFDWHSULVRQRI¿FHUVIRUVXFKD
complex role? In the following we will consider how the complex need for competence in the 
SULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQLQ1RUZD\LVVDIHJXDUGHGDQGIXUWKHUPRUHWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKH
SULVRQRI¿FHUVIHHOWKDWWKHLUHGXFDWLRQSURYLGHVWKHPZLWKFRPSHWHQFHWR¿OODUROHLQFRQQHF-
tion with education and training for the incarcerated persons.
(GXFDWLRQIRUWKH3ULVRQ2I¿FHU5ROH$&KDQJLQJ(GXFDWLRQ
7KHSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQLQ1RUZD\KDVKLVWRULFDOO\FRPHDORQJZD\EHIRUHQRZ
emerging as a good programme for people who want to work in prison (Langelid & Fridhov, 
2019). We will not explore the historical development of the educational programme but will 
rather consider the education as it is today.
(YHQWKRXJKZHPD\RIWHQFRQVLGHUWKH1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQDVDSUR-
fessional study, it cannot be characterised in the same way (Molander & Terum, 2013), as ed-
XFDWLRQDOSURJUDPPHVIRUVRFLDOZRUNHUVQXUVHVVRFLDOHGXFDWRUVRUWHDFKHUV7KLVLVFKLHÀ\
explained by two factors: the length of the education and the fact that the training is paid. The 
1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQWRGD\LVD WZR\HDUSDLGXQLYHUVLW\FROOHJHHGXFDWLRQDW
The University College of Norwegian Correctional Service (KRUS). Completing the education 
grants you the title +¡JVNROHNDQGLGDWLVWUDIIHJMHQQRPI¡ULQJ(“University College Candidate 
in Correctional Studies”), and graduates have completed a course of study with a total of 120 
ECTS credits. The education is considered to qualify as part of a bachelor’s degree of 180 
(&76FUHGLWV7KHUHLVFXUUHQWO\DFRQWLQXLQJHGXFDWLRQSURJUDPPHWKDWJLYHVSULVRQRI¿FHUV
the opportunity to complete a Bachelor in Correctional Studies.
7KHFXUUHQWIUDPHZRUNSODQIRUWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUWUDLQLQJZDVHVWDEOLVKHGRQ6HSWHP-
ber 2017 by the Directorate of Norwegian Correctional Service (.ULPLQDORPVRUJVGLUHNWRUDWHW, 
KDI, 2017). The framework sets the standard for the current education by setting goals for 
what the education should qualify students for, the extent and content of the education, and 
the methods and assessments to be used. The framework also serves as a guideline for the pro-
gramme description as it has been developed KRUS.
7KHIUDPHZRUNSODQIRUWKHFXUUHQWSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQVWDWHVWKDWWKHHGXFDWLRQ
VKRXOGUHÀHFWWKHJRDOVDQGYDOXHVRIWKHFRUUHFWLRQDOVHUYLFHDVWKHVHDUHLQFRUSRUDWHGLQWKH
Execution of Sentences Act (VWUDIIHJMHQQRPI¡ULQJVORYHQand the Norwegian Correctional Ser-
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
vices’ business strategy (KDI, 2017, p. 3). The purpose of the execution of sentences is set out 
in section 2 of the Execution of Sentences Act:
A sentence shall be executed in a manner that takes into account the purpose 
of the sentence that serves to prevent the commission of new criminal acts, 
that reassures society, and that, within this framework, ensures satisfactory 
conditions for the incarcerated persons.
There must be an offer to undergo a restorative process while the sentence is 
being served.
In the case of persons remanded in custody, the Norwegian Correctional Ser-
vice shall make suitable arrangements for remedying the negative effects of 
isolation1.
7KHIDFW WKDW WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQVKRXOG UHÀHFW WKHFRUUHFWLRQDOVHUYLFH¶VJRDOVDQG
YDOXHVPHDQVWKDWLWVKRXOGHGXFDWHIXWXUHSULVRQRI¿FHUVWRWDNHRQDFRPSOH[WDVNLQZKLFK
they contribute to the execution of the sentence in a way that is reassuring to society, while 
giving incarcerated persons opportunities to change their lives in ways that are conducive to 
preventing future crime. Furthermore, the education should foster a fundamental respect for 
“the autonomous human being”, who is responsible for his or her actions. This means that 
SULVRQRI¿FHUVVKRXOGXSRQFRPSOHWLQJWKHLUHGXFDWLRQEHDEOHWRFRQWULEXWHWRLQFDUFHUDWHG
persons’ efforts to change their own way of life, both during imprisonment and when serving a 
sentence outside of prison.
7KHSURIHVVLRQDOFRQWHQWRI WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQ LVGLYLGHG LQWR VL[GLIIHUHQW
VXEMHFWDUHDVRIGLIIHUHQWZHLJKWDQGGXUDWLRQ,QWURGXFWLRQWRWKH5ROHRIWKHSULVRQRI¿FHU
and the Norwegian Correctional Service (10 + 10 ECTS credits), The Law of Execution of 
Sentences and Other Legal Topics (10 ECTS credits), Safety, Security and Risk Management 
(30 + 7.5 ECTS credits), Community Reintegration and Social Work II (20 + 15 ECTS credits) 
and Professional Knowledge and Ethics (7.5 ECTS credits). The framework and course struc-
ture (KRUS, 2019) shows how the subjects should be covered throughout the education (KDI, 
2017). The four semesters of the programme are set up to develop the candidates’ knowledge 
and competence, with a close connection between acquiring theoretical knowledge and practi-
cal experience through working in prison. This means, among other things, that the candidates 
have work placement in prisons in the second and third semester, in addition to six weeks of 
summer service in both years. During their work placement, local supervisors are responsible 
for the candidates’ training in collaboration with the teachers at KRUS. Thus, the programme 
entails integration of both experience-based and theoretical perspectives in the courses in line 
with other educational programmes for professions such as social workers, nurses or teachers. 
The courses Safety, Security and Risk Management and Community Reintegration and Social 
Work are the most comprehensive courses in the education, at 37.5 and 35 ECTS credits re-
spectively. 
In spring 2018, the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (NOKUT)2 
accredited a supplementary course which gives the candidates the opportunity to complete a 
Bachelor in Correctional Studies. The supplementary module is organised as a session-based 
part-time study over two years (four semesters). The professional content of the supplementary 
course is organised as in-depth modules starting with two semesters of obligatory courses: the 
organisation of the Norwegian Correctional Service, and crime prevention in the service. The 
¿QDO\HDURIVWXG\FRQVLVWVRIIXUWKHUVSHFLDOLVDWLRQLQWKHIRUPRIRQHFKRVHQRSWLRQDOFRXUVH
and a written bachelor’s thesis.
1 Ref Lovdata: https://lovdata.no/dokument/NLE/lov/2001-05-18-21
2 Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (1DVMRQDOWRUJDQIRUNYDOLWHWLXWGDQQLQJHQ, NOKUT). 
An independent expert body under the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research responsible for 
accreditation and evaluation of Norwegian education and of approving education from abroad.
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
3HUVSHFWLYHVRQ3URIHVVLRQDOLVPDQG&RPSHWHQFH
As an institution in society, the Norwegian Correctional Service relies on specialised 
knowledge to solve complex tasks. Professions often solve the institution’s tasks by means of 
the specialised knowledge at their disposal. We have previously pointed out that the prison 
RI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQLVQRWFRQVLGHUHGDSURIHVVLRQDOGHJUHH+RZHYHUVLQFHWKHWHUPYRFDWLRQRU
profession is not unambiguous, it may be understood in both a narrow and broad sense (Mo-
lander & Terum, 2013). We therefore rely on theory of professions in understanding prison 
RI¿FHUV¶UROHDQGZKDWWKH\UHJDUGDVSURIHVVLRQDOLVPLQFDUU\LQJLWRXW
$FFRUGLQJ WR7RUJHUVHQ SURIHVVLRQVFDQEHGH¿QHGE\D FHUWDLQ UHODWLRQVKLS
between professional motivation and educational monopoly: “We say that we are speaking of 
a profession when 1) a certain long-term formal education is acquired by 2) people who are 







however, a prerequisite for permanent employment. Furthermore, even though the education is 
DLPHGDWDVSHFL¿FRFFXSDWLRQZLWKDSURIHVVLRQDOPRQRSRO\LWLVQRWFRQVLGHUHGDORQJWHUP
IRUPDOHGXFDWLRQZLWKHPSKDVLVRQWKHRU\DQGV\VWHPDWLFVFLHQWL¿FNQRZOHGJHZKLFKLVRQHRI
the prerequisites for professions (Torgersen, 1972; Grimen 2008; Dale 2008). Today, however, 
WKHWHUPµSURIHVVLRQ¶LVPRUHEURDGO\GH¿QHGDQGDPELJXRXV0RODQGHU	7HUXPDQG
it contains both descriptive and evaluative elements.
Thus, both organisational and performative aspects can be connected to the concept of a 
profession. The organisational aspects signify an occupational group’s control of its tasks. This 
is partly achieved through external conditions, such as control of the access to their tasks and 
partly through internal conditions that control the performance of the tasks. The performative 
aspects denote what we often refer to as practice, where the profession’s tasks are carried out. 
7KHSULVRQRI¿FHUUROHVHHPVWRIDOOZLWKLQWKHVHERXQGDULHVRISURIHVVLRQDOLVP
5HVHDUFKVKRZVWKDWWKHH[SHFWDWLRQVWKDWSULVRQRI¿FHUVIDFHLQFDUU\LQJRXWWKHLUZRUN
is complex and intricate (Tait, 2011; Storvik, 2006; Feierman, Levick & Mody, 2009; Hawkins, 
Lattimore, Dawe & Visher, 2009; Mathur & Clark, 2014). This requires a broad foundation of 
NQRZOHGJHZKHUHSULVRQRI¿FHUVUHTXLUHNQRZOHGJHZLWKLQVHYHUDODQGWRVRPHH[WHQWKLJKO\
GLIIHUHQW¿HOGV$OOSURIHVVLRQVDUHFKDUDFWHULVHGE\DKHWHURJHQLFNQRZOHGJHEDVHDFFRUGLQJ
to Grimen (2013a), because professional knowledge is made up of many, and often very differ-
ent, elements. The question is how strongly the various elements in the professions’ knowledge 
are connected.
Here Grimen (2013a) argues that the most important connections in a profession’s 
knowledge base are practical. First of all, this implies that there is not only one, but several 
types of relationship between theory and practice, where a professional practice of the occupa-
tion is characterised by complicated interactions between theoretical and practical applications 
of knowledge. Secondly, for the professions it means that there is no fundamental distinction 
between theoretical and practical knowledge, but that in their professional practice they relate 
to the various elements of their knowledge base as a continuum.
The concept of competence, which is often described as being able to act, is another 
way of approaching the connections in professions’ knowledge bases (Eide & Tolo, 2016). 
Competent actions, then, are actions guided by different types of knowledge, which the in-
3 "Vi sier at vi vi har en profesjon hvor 1) en bestemt langvarig formell utdannelse erverves av 2) personer som 
stort sett er orientert mot oppnåelse av bestemte 3) yrker som ifølge sosiale normer ikke kan fylles av andre per-
soner enn de med utdannelsen”
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
dividual performs in his or her profession. It can be experience-based knowledge, empirical 
knowledge and theoretical knowledge. In the professions, competence is expressed, not only 
in concrete practical actions, but also in the knowledge-based and ethical considerations that 
PRWLYDWH WKHDFWLRQV ,QRWKHUZRUGV WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVPXVWKDYH VXI¿FLHQWNQRZOHGJHRI
criminology, execution of sentences, security and social work, as well as the goals and values 
of the correctional service in order to be able to act effectively and competently in their work.
The practical dimension here not only concerns the application of knowledge, but also 
WKHXVHRIPRUDOSROLWLFDODQGOHJDOGLVFUHWLRQ*ULPHQDQG0RODQGHUGH¿QHGLVFUH-
tion in this sense “as a form of practical reasoning, where the purpose is to reach conclusions 
DERXWZKDWVKRXOGEHGRQHLQVSHFL¿FLQGLYLGXDOFDVHVZKHUHWKHEDVLVLVZHDN´*ULPHQ	
Molander, 2013, p. 179). Consequently, the term has two meanings. Firstly, discretion denotes 
a cognitive activity where things are separated, weighted, and lead to judgments and decisions 
LQVSHFL¿FVLWXDWLRQV6HFRQGO\GLVFUHWLRQGHVFULEHVDSURWHFWHGVSDFHIRUFKRLFHVRUGHFLVLRQV
made based on such decisions. On this subject, Nymo (2019) emphasises that, although the 
RFFXSDWLRQDVSULVRQRI¿FHULVODUJHO\UXOHEDVHGSULVRQRI¿FHUVPD\EHH[SHFWHGWRVXSSOH-
ment the rules by exercising discretion in their daily work. Thus, discretion constitutes both 
QRUPDWLYHDQGDXWRQRPRXVDVSHFWVRISURIHVVLRQDOSUDFWLFHDOVRLQWKHUROHRISULVRQRI¿FHU
To understand the normative and autonomous aspects of professional practices, Grimen 
(2013b) points to the concept of SURIHVMRQVPRUDO(“professional morality”), which he explains 
DV³QRUPVDQGYDOXHVWKDWDUHVSHFL¿FDOO\DLPHGDWUHVROYLQJPRUDOSUREOHPVLQWKHLQWHUDFWLRQ
between professionals and between professionals and their clients” (Grimen, 2013b, p. 156). 
The primary task of professional morality, in this sense, is to establish conditions for collabo-
ration between professionals and between professionals and their clients. It does not concern 
general moral norms and rules, but rather denotes the norms and rules related to the practice 
and interaction within the particular social responsibility given to the various professions. In 
this sense, one might say that professional morals can be understood in light of two perspec-
tives. From the perspective of society, one may consider professional morality as a mechanism 
for professional self-justice to ensure that the profession acts in accordance with its mandate. 
From the professions’ perspective, professional morality is norms and values that serve as 
JXLGHOLQHV LQ VSHFL¿F VLWXDWLRQV5HÀHFWLRQVRQ DQG WKH UHDVRQLQJEHKLQG VXFKSURIHVVLRQDO
moral norms and values are commonly referred to as professional ethics. 
Professionalism is thus a complex expression of the knowledge, skills and common val-
XHVWKDWSULVRQRI¿FHUVSRVVHVVDQGZKLFKWKH\KDYHDFTXLUHGWKURXJKHGXFDWLRQDQGH[SHUL-
HQFHIURPZRUNLQJLQSULVRQ7KURXJKWKHLUHGXFDWLRQWKH\KDYHJDLQHGYRFDWLRQDOVSHFL¿FWKH-
oretical knowledge in several sciences such as criminology, psychology, and law. Furthermore, 
SURIHVVLRQDOLVP LV H[SUHVVHG DQG IXUWKHU GHYHORSHG LQ WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶ SUDFWLFH WKURXJK
meetings with incarcerated persons and colleagues in the various prisons. Farkas and Manning 
(1997) explains this by using the term occupational cultureZKLFKGH¿QHVWKH³YDOXHVEHOLHIV
material objects and taken- for- granted knowledge associated with a full- time occupational 
role” (1997, p. 57). However, this practice is based on the theoretical knowledge the prison 
RI¿FHUVEULQJZLWKWKHPIURPWKHLUHGXFDWLRQEXWDOVRRQSUHYLRXVH[SHULHQFHVIURPZRUNLQJ
in other institutions, or from life in general, and on the norms and values that have been estab-
lished for the correctional service and the execution of sentences in Norway. This means that 
the concept of professionalism is not only related to a general competence or an occupational 
FXOWXUHWKDWDOOSULVRQRI¿FHUVSRVVHVVDQGDUHSDUWRIEXWDOVRWRDSHUVRQDOFRPSHWHQFHVXFK
as life experience and personal characteristics (Skau, 2002).
0HWKRG4XDOLWDWLYH,QWHUYLHZV
This article is based on data from qualitative semi-structured interviews (Kvale & 
%ULQNPDQQZLWKSULVRQRI¿FHUVLQIRXUVHOHFWHGSULVRQVLQ1RUZD\7KHFRQYHUVDWLRQV
are semi-structured in the sense that a thematic structure has been established in advance, 
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
however, it is also possible for both the interviewer(s) and the participants to ask follow-up 
questions in the interview situation (Silverman, 2011). The purpose has been to collect data that 
VKRZVSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶H[SHULHQFHVLQWKHLUZRUNSODFH+DWFKDQGWRSURYLGHLQGHSWK
NQRZOHGJHRISULVRQRI¿FHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRI WKHLURZQ UROHDQGSUDFWLFH%DVHGRQ VSHFL¿F
VLWXDWLRQDOGHVFULSWLRQV WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVKDYHUHÀHFWHGRQ WKHFKRLFHRIDFWLRQV IHHOLQJV
motives, and underlying intentions and goals that motivate the way they perform their work.
The selection of institutions can be characterised as “maximum variation sampling”, 
chosen with the intention of highlighting as much variation as possible in the selection (Patton, 
1990). This selection emphasises three variation criteria: gender, size, and level of security. In 
collaboration with the Norwegian Correctional Service, a strategic selection has been made 
that meets the three criteria. Thus, the four prisons represent both female and male penal insti-
tutions, high and low security levels, and variation in the number of incarcerated persons. We 




for women, and ten work in prisons with male incarcerated persons. None of the prisons have 
incarcerated persons of both genders. Around half of the participants have also worked at other 
prisons after completing their education, while the other half has only worked at the institution 
where they work today. The persons in the latter group have, however, been employed in var-
ious prison wings with both high and low security. Overall, the sample represents variation in 
line with the variation criteria the study is based on.
The project is approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). All re-
searchers are obliged to ensure that the participants in a given research project have given in-
formed consent to participate in the study. We conducted interviews in four Norwegian prisons. 
To maintain anonymity, we have deliberately omitted the names of the prisons or the region 
where they are located. The conversations lasted from one to two hours depending on how 
much the participant wanted to share and talk.
In order for a qualitative study to be considered valid, reliable, and transferable, it 
must be credible (Thagaard, 2003; Drageset & Ellingsen, 2010). In this study, credibility and 
reliability were assured in that each of the researchers involved made a critical review of the 
collected data, the interview process and the analysis. We have also described the process of 








professionalism and the ability to work in the correctional service in accor-
dance with its objectives, perspective on human life, values and principles.  
He/she should become aware of his / her own attitudes and values and act in 
a respectful way towards other people in performing his/her professional role. 
7KHFDQGLGDWHVKRXOGGHYHORSUHÀH[LYHHWKLFDOFRPSHWHQFHWKDWZLOOHQDEOH
him/her to meet and solve the professional ethical challenges they will expe-
rience both in their work with incarcerated persons and in relationships with 
colleagues.4
4 The Norwegian Correctional Service.ULPLQDORPVRUJHQhttp://www.kriminalomsorgen.no/undervisning-i-
etikk-og-profesjonalitet-ved-fengselsskolen.527177-237613.html)
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
3ULVRQ RI¿FHUV GH¿QH WKHLU SURIHVVLRQDOLVPZLWKLQ WKH1RUZHJLDQ&RUUHFWLRQDO 6HU-
vice’s goals for the profession. Many have a genuine and articulate view of human life“The 
humanistic view of human nature is at the centre here. We try to see the people here, and not all 
that surrounds them” (Participant 13). At the heart of this view of humanity is a fundamental 
belief in the good in human beings, in the incarcerated person. “You need to have compassion. 
You need to know the regulations so that you know what you have to relate to. Commitment 
and a willingness to achieve something good. Respect for other people” (participant 12). The 
SULVRQRI¿FHUVFOHDUO\VKRZOR\DOW\WRZDUGVUXOHVDWWKHZRUNSODFHDQGEHOLHYHLQWKH1RUZH-
gian rule of law. “You need to be able to carry out the tasks no matter what they are, whether it 
is a body search, collecting a urine sample or a cell inspection. And these security tasks must be 
done without being shameful or embarrassed” (participant 14). Loyalty, for the participants, is 
also about taking care of colleagues and emphasising the importance of maintaining their own, 
and not least, their colleagues’ safety.
,WLVGLI¿FXOWWRVD\ZKDWDSURIHVVLRQDOSULVRQRI¿FHULVEHFDXVHZHDUHVR
different as human beings. You must follow the rules and routines when 
working in a prison. A dilemma that may arise is when you see an incarcerated 
person arguing with another employee. On the inside, you may know that the 
incarcerated person is right, but you will not go over there and take his side, 
because it is your colleague (…) you need to provide support in the situation. 
(participant 1)
The above quote concerns loyalty and principles that we, in this context, understand as the 
perceived ways of expressing loyalty, and in which situations one should be loyal, and towards 
ZKRP$VVXFKWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVFRQ¿UP)DUNDVDQG0DQQLQJ¶VQRWLRQRIVHFUHF\DV
a feature of correctional work. 
$QRWKHULPSRUWDQWSULQFLSOHLVWKDWWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVUHJDUGLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQVDV
equal, without necessarily being able to treat them equally. “It’s a little different from person 
to person, where they’re at. So, I don’t treat everyone the same way. There is something called 
equal treatment, but not identical treatment. It differs from incarcerated person to incarcerated 
person” (participant 9). The performance of the role seems to be based on respect for other 
people, and on equality and justice. “You are fair and treat the incarcerated persons with respect 
and in the same way. And at the same time, they are different. It goes without saying, but fair-
ness should run as a thread through what you do” (participant 7). However, as described above, 
QRUPVRIVHFUHF\DQGOR\DOW\DPRQJLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQVDQGRI¿FHUVFUHDWHVWHQVLRQVEHWZHHQ
WKHWZRJURXSV)DUNDV	0DQQLQJDVZHOODVFRQÀLFWVEHWZHHQWKHRFFXSDWLRQDOYDOXHV
of loyalty and human justice within the profession.
It is mentioned that clear and clearly expressed values are the cornerstones of the sys-
tem. Being aware of their own values and principles in carrying out the work is about showing, 
DQGEHLQJVKRZQWUXVWDQGFRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\LQYDULRXVFROODERUDWLYHUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQLQFDU-
cerated persons and employees. Among the central values are, as mentioned, the need to ensure 
one’s own and one’s colleagues’ safety and security in the workplace.
I believe that my primary role, both as a supervisor and as a duty prison of-
¿FHUEXWDOVRDVDJRRGFROOHDJXHLVWRHQVXUHWKHVDIHW\RIWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV
You do this by engaging in dialogue with the incarcerated persons and achiev-
ing that gut feeling that tells you: Who am I encountering here? (...) My prima-
ry role vis-à-vis incarcerated persons is above all that they do not harm my 
colleagues. (participant 2)
Values and principles often appear as two sides of the same story. In principle, treating 
HYHU\RQHHTXDOO\GRHVQRWQHFHVVDULO\PHDQWUHDWLQJHYHU\RQHWKHVDPHZD\7KHSULVRQRI¿FHU
may be friendly, but is not a friend, he or she is listening, but cannot believe everything he or 
she hears. “You must know that even though we are good friends, you may be deceiving me. 
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
You cannot get disappointed or upset. You cannot take it personally. You cannot forget where 
\RXDUH´SDUWLFLSDQW$FFRUGLQJWRWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVDSURIHVVLRQDOSULVRQRI¿FHUVKRXOG
look for the human being in the incarcerated person but must also be able to clearly distinguish 
between the case and the person.
$SURIHVVLRQDOSULVRQRI¿FHULVRQHZKRVHHVSHRSOHDQGQRWMXVWWKHFDVHRQH
who can take care of the human being. I’m not that eager to constantly [get] 
people, do body searches, try to get something on the incarcerated person. I’m 
more interested in seeing people. Maybe it’s because I have been here for as 
long as I have, and met so many different incarcerated persons, and therefore 
know that there are many decent people here who have made some stupid 
decisions. (participant 6)
The “case” is the reason why the incarcerated person is in prison, but once he or she is there, 
he or she should also be treated as a human being.
7KHSDUWLFLSDQWVFODLPWKDWDVLJQL¿FDQWSDUWRIWKHLUSURIHVVLRQDOLVPUHYROYHVDURXQG
having a conscious attitude to closeness and distance to the incarcerated. Both positions are 
LPSRUWDQWEXWDUHDOVRDGDLO\GLOHPPD3ULVRQRI¿FHUVRIWHQ UHIHU WR WKLVDV WKHGLVWLQFWLRQ
between the personal and the private, where professionalism is to be able to separate the two 




It is easy to cross the line, either by getting too close or becoming too distant. The 
boundaries are not universal, but personal, which can make it even more challenging for prison 
RI¿FHUVWRDYRLGKDYLQJWKHLUERXQGDULHVWHVWHGDQGFURVVHG³,WHOOWKHFDQGLGDWHV,FDQ¶WWHOO
you where your boundary is. It is something you must know and feel for yourself” (participant 
:KHQDQLQGLYLGXDOSULVRQRI¿FHUH[SHULHQFHVWKLVW\SHRIGLOHPPDLWLVRIWHQGLVFXVVHG
ZLWKPRUHH[SHULHQFHGFROOHDJXHV7KHGHYHORSPHQWRI WKHSULVRQRI¿FHU¶VHWKLFDOUHÀH[LYH
competence therefore seems to revolve around making experiences through their work as a 
SULVRQRI¿FHUVDQGGLVFXVVLQJWKHPZLWKFROOHDJXHVLQWKHVDPHVLWXDWLRQ$WWKHVDPHWLPH
they also state that they lack formal forums where such topics can be discussed with other 
colleagues.
As mentioned, the participants in our study express a strong professional pride and joy 
LQZRUNLQJDVDSULVRQRI¿FHU±UHJDUGOHVVRIWKHW\SHRISULVRQDQGWKHQXPEHURI\HDUVLQWKH
profession. “I care about my job and go to work and enjoy it. That’s the most important thing to 
me. If I had not enjoyed it, I would have done the job badly, I guarantee it” (participant 8). This 
is despite the fact that many believe that the profession does not have a high status in society.
,WKRXJKWEHLQJDSULVRQRI¿FHUZDVDYHU\JRRGSURIHVVLRQ, long before I 
considered becoming one myself. But I have later realised that it is not a 
well-regarded profession. I don’t think there’s anything people consider a good 
profession, in general. (participant 10)
$FFRUGLQJ WR WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV WKHHGXFDWLRQDQGRFFXSDWLRQDUHQRWJLYHQ WKH VWDWXVDQG
recognition they think it should have. They explain the devaluation of the profession, as a con-
sequence of an “academisation” of society, where the status of professions is linked to formal 
higher education and the number of ECTS credits, rather than experience-based knowledge 
DQGDFWXDOVNLOOV+RZHYHUWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVPDLQWDLQSULGHLQWKHLUZRUN“We can’t, like, 
thump our chests and brag about it, but we’re good at everyday life. I think there is a strong 
SURIHVVLRQDOSULGHDPRQJWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV´ (participant 3). One of the participants describes 
his job motivation more humorously:
There are people who have been here for 30 years. People ask me what it was 
like to work in the prison where I worked before. I was there for 18 years. 
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
Well, I wouldn’t have stayed there if I didn’t like it there. I usually say that I’m 
lucky to be born with a good mood, and that helps. And then I say that I don’t 
have to be crazy to work here, but it helps. (participant 11)
$VZHKDYHGHVFULEHGDERYHWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVH[SUHVVSULGHDQGGHGLFDWLRQWRWKHLUSURIHV-
sion, and humour is an important part, not only in carrying out the job, but also as a means to 





that happened by chance than as a conscious choice of profession. For many of them, a tem-
porary job in a prison became a way into the profession5. Experience from working in prison 
is often highlighted among the participants as an important factor in their decision to start this 
education:
My entrance into the profession was really just that I wanted to work with 
people with special needs. Prison seemed very exciting to me, but I didn’t 
really know that much about it. I simply applied for the school, but before I 




they also have very different work experience, and thus also different competencies. This also 
applies to the participants in our study. Some have limited amounts of schooling and extensive 
work experience, others have higher education, but may have little or no previous work expe-
ULHQFH5HJDUGOHVVRIZKHQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVFRPSOHWHGWKHHGXFDWLRQDOOVWDWHWKDWWKH\DUH
VDWLV¿HGZLWKLW³,WKLQNLWZDVDJUHDW\HDUDWVFKRRO«%XWVRPHRIWKHWKLQJVZHOHDUQHG
I might not use today” (participant 7). However, several point out that they would like to see a 
KLJKHUYDOXDWLRQRIWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQ
If I am going to say what I am most disappointed in regarding the education, it 
LVWKDW,¿QGWKDW.586GRHVQRWDGHTXDWHO\DFNQRZOHGJHLWVRZQHGXFDWLRQ
,WLVQRORQJHUHQRXJKWRFRPSOHWHWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUWUDLQLQJDQGLWLVQRWD
system where you can really rise in the ranks. It grows more and more restrict-
HGHYHU\\HDU$QGZKHQWKH\DQQRXQFHYDFDQWSRVLWLRQVWKHSULVRQRI¿FHU
education is no longer enough. We suffer from a belief that everyone needs a 
master’s degree. Preferably, you should have a bachelor’s degree in something 
else, or a master’s degree. You don’t even need to have a master’s degree in 




best promotes learning, they all highlight practice: “I have learned through the experiences I 
have made at the various institutions where I have worked. I am not a theorist, I often tend to 
push that aside a bit, but I still tell the candidates I supervise that they should try to use the 
theory as well” (participant 1). The participants explain the importance of practice, both based 
on their own learning preferences as well as the type of knowledge and competence the prison 
RI¿FHUVVKRXOGDFTXLUHDFFRUGLQJWRWKHFXUULFXOXPDQGOHDUQLQJRXWFRPHV
,ZRXOGSUREDEO\VD\WKDWLWLVSUDFWLFH¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWWKDWKDVJLYHQPH




competence. I remember that at school, I often thought ‘why should we learn 
this?’ But of course, I’m very happy that we learned a lot about The Law of 
Execution of Sentences at school. Because that was very useful. On the oth-
er hand, it is impossible to learn social work by reading a book. You can, of 
course, read up on some basic principles, but you need to try it out in practice 
if you really want to learn something about social work. (participant 10)
The fact that the practical part of the education is relatively large is emphasised as an import-
DQWIDFWRULQGHYHORSLQJWKHSULVRQRI¿FHU¶VVNLOOV+RZHYHUDODUJHSUDFWLFDOFRPSRQHQWPD\
also be an obstacle to further academisation of the education. However, it is not certain that 
DOOSULVRQRI¿FHUVZLVKRUQHHGWRH[WHQGWKHLUHGXFDWLRQZLWKWKDWH[WUD\HDUWKDWFDQOHDGWRD
bachelor’s degree. Some participants, on the other hand, expressed a clear desire to supplement 
their education and get a bachelor’s degree. For these participants, the opportunities for chang-
ing jobs in the future, as shown by the quote above, are an important motivation: 
The fact that the education does not lead to a bachelor’s degree means that we 
will be at the back of the line if we want to change jobs. Most employers look 
for candidates with a bachelor’s degree or more, these days. (participant 4)
The desire to attain a bachelor’s degree does not apply to all participants, but most 
express a desire to be able to take continuing education, regardless of whether it leads to an 
academic degree or not: 
,ZRXOGUHDOO\OLNHWRWDNHDFRQÀLFWPDQDJHPHQWFRXUVHDQGDOVRVRPHWKLQJ
related to psychology. I don’t know if KRUS offers this, but you can do it 
outside of work. I want to study something related to ADHD and intoxicating 





large portfolio of courses offered to employees. For these courses, the institutions do not need 
WRSD\DSDUWLFLSDWLRQIHHIRUWKHLUHPSOR\HHVEXWQHYHUWKHOHVVWKHLUHFRQRP\LQÀXHQFHVWKH







tion in their profession. The latter is connected to collegial relationships and a meaningful job. 
3ULVRQRI¿FLDOVDOVRH[SUHVVVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWKWKHLUHGXFDWLRQEXWKLJKOLJKWWKHQHHGIRUFRQWLQ-
uing education. Some express a need for short-term, thematically oriented courses, for instance 
UHODWHGWRLVVXHVFRQFHUQLQJVXEVWDQFHDEXVHFRQÀLFWPDQDJHPHQWRUHGXFDWLRQDORSSRUWXQLWLHV
for the incarcerated persons. Others wish to supplement their existing education and obtain a 
EDFKHORU¶VGHJUHHZKLFKEHFDPHSRVVLEOHLQ-DQXDU\3ULVRQRI¿FHUVGRKRZHYHUH[-
perience that their career opportunities and access to continuing education are limited due to 
¿QDQFLDO FLUFXPVWDQFHV8QGHU WKH FXUUHQW1RUZHJLDQJRYHUQPHQW6, cuts in funding for the 
correctional service have further aggravated the situation.
7KHFXUUHQWSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQLVDWZR\HDUSDLGFROOHJHHGXFDWLRQDW7KH8QL-
versity College of Norwegian Correctional Service (KRUS), which grants students the title 
“University College Graduate in Correctional Studies.” The content of the education is, as we 
6 Solberg II Government (2017 -) 
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
KDYHGHVFULEHGLWKLJKO\FRPSOH[DQGLPSOLHVWKDWWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVDFTXLUHNQRZOHGJHLQ
VHYHUDO VFLHQWL¿F GLVFLSOLQHV VXFK DV ODZ VRFLDO VFLHQFH SV\FKRORJ\ DQG KHDOWKSURPRWLQJ
work through their education. Grimen (2013a) points out that a complex knowledge base is a 
characteristic trait for most professions, and that in itself, must be regarded as a prerequisite for 
professionalism rather than a threat to it. We would nevertheless like to point out that the com-
SUHKHQVLYHDQGFRPSOH[H[SHFWDWLRQVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHUROHDVSULVRQRI¿FHUDQGLWVIXQFWLRQV
require more in-depth knowledge. One might therefore question whether a two-year education 
LV VXI¿FLHQW WRHQVXUH LQGHSWKNQRZOHGJH7KHSULVRQSRSXODWLRQKDVFKDQJHGVLJQL¿FDQWO\
(Brosens, Croux, Claes, Vandervede & De Donder, 2020; Brosens, De Donder, Smetcoren, 
	'XU\*U|QLQJDQGSULVRQRI¿FHUVWRGD\IDFHIDUJUHDWHUFKDOOHQJHVLQWKHLU
ZRUNWKDQEHIRUHVRPHWKLQJWKDW WKHLUHGXFDWLRQDQGLWVGHSWKPXVWUHÀHFW7KHTXHVWLRQLV
DOVRUDLVHGDV WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV WKHPVHOYHVH[SUHVV WKHQHHGIRUFRQWLQXLQJHGXFDWLRQDQG
HVSHFLDOO\RQFRQÀLFWPDQDJHPHQWVXEVWDQFHDEXVHLVVXHVDQGSUHYHQWLYHZRUNUHODWHGWRWKH
LQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQV¶PHQWDOKHDOWK:KHQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVFDOOIRUIXUWKHUHGXFDWLRQZLWKLQ
community reintegration and social work, this may indicate that these areas are not adequately 
covered in the courses in the education, as it is designed today. This is natural, since the various 
courses span several different disciplines, each of which are their own expansive subject areas, 
DQGWKLVFRQVWLWXWHVDVLJQL¿FDQWSDUWRIWKHFKDOOHQJHVUHODWHGWRWKHH[HFXWLRQRIVHQWHQFHVLQ
Norway. These subject areas are therefore clearly emphasised in the supplementary module 
that leads to a Bachelor in Correctional Studies, both in the obligatory courses and in the op-
tional specialisation units (KRUS, 2019).
Another explanation may lie in the structure of the education and, in particular, the 
alternation between training at KRUS and practical work in prison. Eraut (2009), among oth-
ers, points out that learning in practice is contextualised, or as Farkas and Manning explains 
it, embedded in occupational cultures (1997). This means, among other things, that learning 
LQSUDFWLFHLVPRUHVWURQJO\OLQNHGWRVSHFL¿FVLWXDWLRQVZKHUHWKHOHDUQHUH[SHULHQFHVDQHHG
for knowledge development and learning. In other words, knowledge acquired through theory 
PXVWEHWUDQVIHUUHGWRVSHFL¿FVLWXDWLRQVZKHUHWKLVNQRZOHGJHLVFRQVLGHUHGUHOHYDQW:KHWKHU
WKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVZRUNLQSULVRQZLQJVZLWKKLJKHURUORZHUVHFXULW\ZLOOKLJKOLJKWGLIIHUHQW
areas of knowledge in the theoretical basis they bring with them from their education. This type 
RIFRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQPHDQVWKDWSULVRQRI¿FHUVZLOOH[SHULHQFHYDULRXVDVSHFWVRIVRFLDOZRUN
and community reintegration as relevant, both during the course of their education and in their 
ZRUNH[SHULHQFHVDIWHUJUDGXDWLRQ7KXVLIDSULVRQRI¿FHUVWDUWVZRUNLQJLQDGLIIHUHQWZLQJLW
may be likely that new values and areas of knowledge may become relevant, and consequently, 
that a need for professional development will arise.
7KHQHHGIRUPRUHNQRZOHGJHFDQDOVREHH[SODLQHGEDVHGRQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶GH-
scription of their own learning. They point out that prison practice is the most important learn-
ing arena. In this context, Young (2009), among others, highlights the distinction between 
context-dependent and context-independent knowledge. Context-independent knowledge is 
explained as universal and powerful, in the sense that it is appears independent of the context 
it is a part of. It is not immediately accessible to all but must be acquired through education. 
Context-dependent knowledge is embedded in occupational cultures and is characterised by 
being practical and often procedural. Both types of knowledge are represented in the prison 
RI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQ¶VGHVFULSWLRQVRIOHDUQLQJRXWFRPHV7KHTXHVWLRQLVWKHQZKLFKIRUPVRI
NQRZOHGJHDUHDWWKHIRUHIURQWRIWKHYDULRXVOHDUQLQJDUHQDVWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUVHQJDJHZLWK
Is it possible that the training that takes place in practice is more dominated by contextual, 
procedural and practical knowledge, rather than theoretical knowledge of a more general and 
context-independent nature? The question is made even more relevant by the fact that several 
SULVRQRI¿FHUVLQRXUVWXG\DOVRVHUYHDVVXSHUYLVRUVIRUSULVRQRI¿FHUFDQGLGDWHV:KHQWKH\
describe themselves as “a-theoretical” in the sense that they claim to make little use of theo-
retical knowledge in their work, they reinforce the importance of the context-dependent and 
(LGH-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
culturally based knowledge they gain access to by working in prison. 
The need for more knowledge is also linked to the need for further career opportunities. 
Torgersen (1972) argues that “the professional is interested in ascending through a hierarchy of 
SURIHVVLRQV´S,QWKLVVWXG\SULVRQRI¿FLDOVSRLQWRXWWKDWWKH\IHHOWKDWWKH\DUHSDUWRID
system, but that one “cannot climb very high” within that system. Many of them therefore con-
VLGHUHGWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WREXLOGXSRQWKHLUSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQDQGDWWDLQEDFKHORU¶VGHJUHH
as a part of their own skills development, and as a way of securing their own career opportuni-
WLHV,QWKHHIIRUWWRVWUHQJWKHQWKHSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶FRPSHWHQFHDQGIXUWKHUFDUHHURSSRUWXQLWLHV
an additional 60 ECTS credits can be a way of strengthening the knowledge areas that are vital 
WRWKHUROHDVFRQWDFWSULVRQRI¿FHUVXFKDVLQFDUFHUDWHGSHUVRQV¶HGXFDWLRQDORSSRUWXQLWLHV
preventive mental health work, addiction and career guidance. 
$W WKH VDPH WLPH D%DFKHORU LQ&RUUHFWLYH6WXGLHVJLYHVSULVRQRI¿FHUV WKHRSSRU-
tunity to apply for master’s programmes in other disciplines, thereby opening up new career 
opportunities. In the Norwegian Correctional Service today, these are areas and responsibilities 
WKDWDUHDOVRFDUULHGRXWE\RWKHUJURXSVWKDWZRUNLQSULVRQ7KHSULVRQRI¿FHUVIRULQVWDQFH
appear to have little knowledge of the school’s responsibilities and methods. Developing more 
knowledge about other professions’ working methods and responsibilities thus seems to be a 
relevant area to include in an extended course of study. Our study suggests that such an expan-
VLRQZRXOGEHDSSUHFLDWHGDQGFUHDWHHQWKXVLDVPDPRQJWKHSURIHVVLRQDOSULVRQRI¿FHUVWKDW
are responsible for the execution of sentences in the Norwegian Correctional Service today.
$IWHUZRUG
7KHHGXFDWLRQRISULVRQRI¿FHUVPXVWEHFKDUDFWHULVHGE\KLJKTXDOLW\LQRUGHUWRPHHW
the quality demands in correctional services. Given the fact that society and the composition 
of the population are rapidly changing, a two-year education program may fall short. Knowing 
WKDWWKH1RUZHJLDQHGXFDWLRQIRUSULVRQRI¿FHUVLVIDUPRUHH[WHQVLYHWKDQWKHFDVHEHLQJLQ
8QLWHG6WDWHV%HOJLXPDQG(QJODQGVLJQL¿FDQFHRITXDOLW\LQSULVRQRI¿FHUHGXFDWLRQVKRXOG
be given more research attention internationally (the Directorate of Norwegian Correctional 
Service, 2017). The goal is a society with as little crime as possible. Therefore, we need prison 
RI¿FHUVZKRDUHTXDOL¿HGWRZRUNLQDEURDGDQGFRPSOH[¿HOG2QHVWHSLQWKHULJKWGLUHF-
WLRQPLJKWEHWRH[WHQGWKH1RUZHJLDQSULVRQRI¿FHUV¶HGXFDWLRQWRDEDFKHORU¶VGHJUHHZLWK
a possibility of taking a master’s degree if they wish to. However, this study shows that the 
correctional service still has a long way to go, both in a national and an international context.
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that reintegrating justice-involved African American men back into society requires reentry 
programs to utilize a different approach. Reentry programs must be constructed under the 
notion that the process involves multiple interrelated components that interact with larger sys-
tems outside the individual or organization’s immediate control or organization advocating for 
them. Thus reentry programs should embrace an ecological approach by focusing not solely 
on the individual but also considering the environmental factors that may facilitate or inhibit 





In the United States, approximately 77 million (1 in 3) adults have an arrest or convic-
tion record (Council of State Governments (CSG), 2019; Umez & Pirius, 2018). Recently there 
has been a push to confront and remedy the mass casualties that mass incarceration has birthed. 
7KHPXOWLOHYHOGHYDVWDWLRQWKDWLPSULVRQPHQWKDVLPSRVHGRQVRFLHW\¿QDQFLDOO\DQGHPRWLRQ-
ally has caused mass incarceration to become a weapon of mass destruction (Skinner-Osei & 
Stepteau-Watson, 2017). Over the last three decades, the United States prison population has 
exploded from 300,000 to more than 2 million (Alexander, 2012). The system’s failure and 
spike in incarcerations result from stringent laws and harsh punishments (Alexander, 2012). 
Legislation such as mandatory minimums and three strikes were created to incarcerate more 
people under the illusion of enhancing public safety (Mauer, 2006; Alexander, 2012). Although 
recently there has been a consensus for systematic reform, there are still more than 2 million 
people incarcerated, and 1.1 million of them are African American men (Bondarenko, 2017; 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 2016; Skinner-Osei 
& Stepteau-Watson, 2017; Statista Research, 2020; The Sentencing Project, 2018).
Over the last decade, the vast amount of African American men that have recidivated 
within 1 - 3 years of their release has led researchers to examine why reentry programs are not 
as effective for them when compared to others. Rehabilitative programming is considered one 
of the most effective methods to reduce recidivism (Petersilia, 2011). However, there is much 
debate about what constitutes an effective reentry program (Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 
0DQ\DVVXPHWKDWWKHVHUYLFHVUHHQWU\SURJUDPVRIIHUVXFKDVIDPLO\UHXQL¿FDWLRQHP-
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ployment, mental health, substance use, housing, and education/training, are the solution. All 
those variables are necessary parts of any plan to reduce recidivism, but the data also illustrate 
WKDWWKH\KDYHEHHQLQVXI¿FLHQWZKHQRWKHUIDFWRUVDUHQRWFRQVLGHUHG7KHUHIRUHWKHSUHVHQW
paper outlines why reentry programs should redirect some of their efforts away from trans-
forming the individual and their immediate circumstances and direct more attention to broader 
environmental factors.
Reintegrating into society is not solely dependent on the program’s effort to transform 
the individual impacted by incarceration, but also requires numerous external constructs out-
side the boundaries of the organizational structure (Watson et al., 2018). Therefore, reentry 
SURJUDPVZRXOGEHQH¿WIURPHQJDJLQJDQGHQKDQFLQJWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKSROLWLFDOSUR-
fessional, and local entities to advance policies and procedures that will allow justice-involved 
African American men to engage more closely with the communities they are returning to. Im-
proving outcomes for African American men in reentry programs must be centered on easing 
their transition into the complex systems of the family, workforce, and society at large, while 
also considering their mental and emotional well-being.
Scope of the Problem
More than 650,000 justice-involved persons are released from prison every year in 
the United States, and approximately 429, 000 are likely to be rearrested within three years 
(Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2005; Morenoff & Harding, 2014; National Reentry Resource 
Center (NRRC) 2015; Visher, Lattimore, Barrick, & Tueller, 2017). A culmination of research 
KDVVKRZQWKDWSULVRQEDVHGUHHQWU\SURJUDPVSRVLWLYHO\LPSDFWUHFLGLYLVPDQGUHXQL¿FDWLRQ
(CJC, 2015; Eddy et al., 2008; Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017). African American men 
are more likely to participate in these programs, yet they continue to struggle with recidivism 
DQGUHXQL¿FDWLRQDWKLJKHUUDWHV&-&6NLQQHU2VHL	6WHSWHDX:DWVRQ$SRWHQ-
tial explanation is that African American men frequently encounter caution, suspicion, and fear 
from their environment due to stigma (Austin, 2004). Also, African American men are more 
likely to be viewed as more aggressive and threatening (Thomas, 2007).
Many factors contribute to the high recidivism rates of African American men, but how 
WKHLUHQYLURQPHQWSHUFHLYHVWKHPSOD\VDVLJQL¿FDQWUROH&RQVHTXHQWO\$IULFDQ$PHULFDQPHQ
respond differently to the environment compared to their non-African American counterparts 
7KRPDV%DQGXUDGHVFULEHGWKLVDVDELGLUHFWLRQDOLQÀXHQFHZKLFKLOOXVWUDWHV
KRZEHKDYLRUDQGWKHHQYLURQPHQWLQÀXHQFHRQHDQRWKHU,QGLYLGXDOVDUHERWKSURGXFHUVDQG
a product of their environment. This leads to a reciprocal condition in which the environment 
alters the individual’s behavior in response to hostility, which in turn creates a more hostile 
environment (Bandura, 1989). Bandura (1989) also implied that the socially conferred roles 
and status shape the beliefs, self-perceptions, and intentions of individuals, ultimately forming 
part of their behavior. 
$VWKHWKHRU\RI$IULFDQ$PHULFDQ2IIHQGLQJLOOXVWUDWHVLQFDUFHUDWLRQDQGFRQ¿QHPHQW
have impacted African American men so severely that it is ingrained in their mentality from 
childhood, thereby distorting their worldview (Unnever & Gabbidon, 2011; Skinner-Osei & 
Stepteau-Watson, 2017). To address this problem, a more holistic approach is needed to ac-
count for the negative associations developed in the centuries of oppression and segregation 
that shape African American men’s current interactions with society. Only when addressing 
the psychological and historical trauma in conjunction with the environmental factors that 
perpetuate the stigma experienced by African American men, can the chains of incarceration 
be broken.
Reentry is a complicated and often traumatic experience for individuals being released 
from prison. Maley (2014) compared incarcerated men’s return to society to the likes of sol-
diers returning from war. Like soldiers, incarcerated men experience anxiety, panic attacks, 
paranoia, and cognitive dysfunction, which can hinder their reentry journey (CSG, 2015; Ma-
6NLQQHU2VHL-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
ley, 2014; Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017). 
5HVHDUFKHUV DGYRFDWHV DQG SROLF\PDNHUV DJUHH WKDW DQ LQÀX[ RI FROODERUDWLYH SUR-
grams that strategically address criminogenic variables are needed. However, the problem is 
that the programs must extend their services to include cultural competency and emotional and 
psychological factors instead of just practical needs (e.g., housing, food, and employment).
The previous study by Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson (2017) found that 50 percent of the 
men that participated in the program recidivated within one year even with housing, food, and 
HPSOR\PHQWDVVLVWDQFHZKLFKFRQ¿UPVWKDWWKHQHHGVDUHPRUHFRPSOH[$GGLWLRQDOO\9LVKHU
et al. (2017) conducted a multi-site evaluation (N=1697) of men from 12 prisoner reentry pro-
grams with similar results. The evaluation utilized a two-stage matching quasi-experimental 
design, and multivariate models were used to examine the relationships among service and 
program receipt and recidivism (Visher et al., 2017). They concluded that primary services that 
focused on practical skills (employment, housing) illustrated “modest or inconsistent” impacts 
RQUHFLGLYLVPEXWVHUYLFHVWKDWIRFXVHGRQEHKDYLRUFKDQJHZHUHPRUHEHQH¿FLDO9LVKHUHW
DOS7KXVVHFXULQJSUDFWLFDOQHHGVLVQRWVXI¿FLHQWLQDVVLVWLQJLQGLYLGXDOVLPSDFWHG




A qualitative phenomenological research design was utilized to explore African Amer-
LFDQPHQ¶V UHHQWU\H[SHULHQFH IDPLO\ UHXQL¿FDWLRQDQGUHFLGLYLVP1RQ UDQGRPVDPSOLQJ
was used. The participants (N=10) were selected from a reentry program in Florida’s south-
eastern region and had been in prison more than once and participated in at least three reentry 
programs. The participant’s ages ranged from 23 to 56 years. Informed consent procedures 
met the standards set by the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects. A 
WZRSDUWLQVWUXPHQWFRQVWUXFWHGE\WKHUHVHDUFKHUZDVXVHGWRFROOHFWGDWD7KH¿UVWSDUWZDVD
13-question demographic questionnaire, and the second part consisted of open-ended questions 
that were delivered verbally in a semi-structured interview format. 
Data Analysis
In the previous study the data were analyzed with QSR NVivo 10 qualitative analysis 
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and incarceration, the data were re-analyzed using an updated version of QSR NVivo qualita-
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New Considerations for Model Development
$VGLVFXVVHGEHORZWKHQHZWKHPHVDQGVXEWKHPHVDUHVLJQL¿FDQWUHJDUGLQJWKHVXF-
cess of reentry programs and recidivism reduction. The themes also further support what pre-
vious research has shown: the success of reentry programs relies heavily on the resources, 
programs, and environment. The new themes and subthemes contributed to considerations for 
a more effective reentry program model, which will be presented in a subsequent section.
3V\FKRORJLFDO3UR¿OH
Reentry programs often fail to address the emotional insecurity experienced by jus-
tice-involved African American men while they are incarcerated and post-release. As cited 
in Perry, Robinson, Alexander, & Moore (2011), research by Visher et al. (2004) showed that 
20 percent of the respondents reported experiencing symptoms associated with post-traumat-
ic stress disorder 1–3 months after their release. The symptoms included repeated disturbing 
PHPRULHVWKRXJKWVRULPDJHVRISULVRQ7ZHQW\¿YHSHUFHQWRIUHVSRQGHQWVUHSRUWHGH[SHUL-
encing severe anxiety and depression (Perry et al., 2011). Additionally, a 56-year-old partici-
pant in this study who spent 25 years of his life in jail and prison stated:
I was going out of my mind. I didn’t know if I was going over or under the 
fence. My head was running games on me, and I was hearing voices. The 
doctor gave me some medication. She said it’s a depression I’m going through 
from drinking and drugging and my mind still going through what I went 
through in my life and my brain can’t keep up. I think I’ll be locked up right 
now because without knowing my problem I’ll be done -done something cra-
zy. I thought I was crazy-I’m serious. She told me don’t use that word (crazy) 
LQKHURI¿FH6KHVDLG³XQEDODQFHG´<RXUPLQGLVXQEDODQFHG6NLQQHU2VHL
& Stepteau-Watson, 2017)
Four of the other participants shared similar experiences, which illustrates the need for more 




Traditional cognitive behavior change models have assumed that behavior can be en-
tirely shaped and controlled by the individual, whereby decisions are consciously planned, and 
actions subsequently ensue (Buchan, Ollis, Thomas, & Baker, 2012; Masicampo & Baumeis-
ter, 2013). This is partly the result of the philosophical concept of Intentional Causalism, which 
proposes that an action is caused by an agent’s conscious intentions (Lumer, 2019). The Inten-
tional-Causalist conception is based on the criminal justice system and hence, the source of the 
standard Western conceptions of moral and legal responsibility (Lumer, 2019). Following this 
notion has resulted in most behavioral interventions being rooted in the philosophy of self-reli-
ance and personal responsibility. Consequently, reentry programs following the traditional be-
havioral interventions model focus primarily on the conscious effort of the individual to guide 
6NLQQHU2VHL-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
WKHLUDFWLRQV$OWKRXJKWKLVFRQVFLRXVDSSURDFKGRHVSUHVHQWVRPHEHQH¿WVWRSDUWLFLSDQWVLW
does not encapsulate the entire causality of human behavior (Masicampo & Baumeister, 2013). 
In contrast with the cognitive psychology tradition, the current understanding suggests that 
much of human behavior is initiated by the interactions of the individual in coordination with 
their environment (Bargh & Morsella, 2008). Behavior is not exclusively controlled by the 
LQGLYLGXDOEXWLVDFRPSOH[DQGPXOWLIDFHWHGSKHQRPHQRQLQÀXHQFHGE\PXOWLSOHIDFWRUVWKDW
interact with one another (Buchan et al., 2012). For example, a participant sentenced as an adult 
at the age of 11 and spent 14 years in prison shared:
When you’re a young kid like that going into an adult prison facility, you 
will see guys that you looked up to as you was out in society hustling, and 
you would see those guys as well—a couple of your friends from around the 
neighborhood. I was pretty much in a safe haven. With me, it was kind of like, 
I’m right at home. I was kind of comfortable. You got some - they call it cut-
WLQJWLPHWKDW¶VZKHQ\RXDOZD\VJHWWLQJLQWURXEOHGRQ¶WOLVWHQWRWKHRI¿FHUV
because of your age you feel like nobody can’t tell you nothing, and they put 
\RXLQFRQ¿QHPHQW6NLQQHU2VHL	6WHSWHDX:DWVRQ
In response to similar stories, researchers are now embracing the use of ecological models of 
behavior, focusing not solely on the individual but also considering the environmental factors 
that may facilitate or inhibit individual behavior (Buchan et al., 2012). Consequently, any in-
WHUYHQWLRQGHVLJQHGWRPRGLI\EHKDYLRUZRXOGEHQH¿WIURPDGRSWLQJDQHFRORJLFDODSSURDFKE\
allowing participants to engage and adapt their responses to the situation’s context. However, 
conscious strategies promoted in many reentry programs are not equipped to manage the over-
whelming magnitude and ever-changing nature of environmental inducements. Fortunately, the 
system needed to decipher the complex interactions between the environment and individuals 
already exist in the form of emotional processing.
Emotions
Barrett, Mesquita, Ochsner, and Gross (2007) suggest that emotions measure an indi-
vidual’s relationship with the environment. They affect their perception, shape their worldview, 
and indicate whether a situation is helpful or harmful, rewarding, or threatening, requiring 
DSSURDFKRUZLWKGUDZDO%DUUHWWHWDO$OWKRXJKWKHLQÀXHQFHRIWKHHPRWLRQDOVWDWHRQ
behavior is not always accessible to the individual, emotions can engender behavior that is an-
tithetical to the goals of the agent (Lewis & Jones, 2004). To adapt an individual’s response to 
be congruent with their environment, they must properly attune to the multitude of stimuli ex-
perienced. This requires them to be immersed in the environment to experience the contextual 
inputs necessary for the various psychological processes to harmonize with their surroundings. 
Therefore, any reentry program attempting to mediate the behavior of its participants must 
employ interventions that allow justice-involved African American men to interact and be in-
formed by the environment they are tasked to navigate upon release.
(QYLURQPHQW
Successfully reintegrating justice-involved persons back into the environment of the 
family, workforce, and community is the fundamental purpose of any reentry program (CJC, 
2015). Environmental factors play an essential role in the manifestation of the behavior ex-
hibited by the individual. Heft (2018) suggested that to function and adapt as individuals in a 
community it is paramount to understand how to engage with that community. A participant 
stated that the multiple pre- and post-release reentry programs he participated in failed to teach 
him strategies on dealing with the criminogenic risks in his community; therefore, he continued 
to recidivate. He shared:
Once I got out, you know in my neighborhood they glorify stuff like that. 
<HDKOLNHWKH¿UVWWKLQJWKH\ZLOOVD\LVOLNH\HDKP\KRPHER\GRQHJRWRXW
They come looking for you, not looking for you in a bad way but looking for 
6NLQQHU2VHL-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
you to hang out with you. If you have like loyal guys you grew up with, they 
gonna come and show you love - we call it breaking bread. They gonna come 
and give you $3-400 and some drugs to sell. When I got out, they came and 
got me. They showed me love, and I ain’t never think about no job. (Skin-
ner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017)
7KH HQYLURQPHQW MXVWLFHLQYROYHG$IULFDQ$PHULFDQPHQ DUH HQWHULQJSRVHV VLJQL¿-
cant challenges, which negatively impact their chances of reintegrating into their families, 
workforce, and community (Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017). The political, economic, 
and social post-conviction penalties designed to prevent recidivism are inadvertently isolating 
individuals impacted by incarceration from the communities they are expected to reintegrate 
(Clear et al., 2001). Governed by these rules and restrictions, they remain in a virtual prison, 
leading them to recidivate at higher numbers (Alexander, 2012; Morenoff & Harding, 2014; 
Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017).  
The Care Model
The task of successfully reintegrating justice-involved African American men into so-
FLHW\LVDFRPSOH[LVVXHWKDWLQYROYHVPXOWLSOHLQWHUUHODWHGFRPSRQHQWV%DVHGRQWKH¿QGLQJV
from the previous study and re-analysis, the CARE model was constructed. The model pro-
poses that more reentry programs consider the indifferences African American men endure, 
particularly trauma, their environment, and the impact both have on their social and cognitive 
functions. Scutti (2014) stated that African American men experience traumatic childhood in-
cidents 28 percent more than white men. The CARE model further proposes that a trauma-in-
formed component be added to more men’s reentry programs and that post-release resources 
include more access to trauma-informed care (TIC). The Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
6HUYLFHV$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ>6$0+6$@GH¿QHV7,&DVDIUDPHZRUNRIVHUYLFHGHOLYHU\
that utilizes a universal precautions approach to incorporate evidence about the prevalence 
and impact of early adversity on individuals the lifespan. TIC has four guiding principles: (1) 
realizing that trauma is extremely prevalent and can create lifelong implications in many facets 
of functioning; (2) recognizing that many presenting problems are best conceptualized as signs 
and symptoms of trauma; (3) incorporating knowledge about trauma into system-wide policies, 
procedures, and practices; and (4) avoiding the repetition of retraumatizing and disempowering 
dynamics in the service delivery setting (SAMSHA, 2014).
The CARE model has 4 components: Collaboration, Amend, Reintegration, and Em-
powerment.
1.) Collaboration: When constructing the CARE model, several other reentry models 
were considered, such as the Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) and the Boston Initiative models. 
Like the CARE model, they have gone beyond focusing on practical needs and collaborated 
with other entities. The RNR has a heavy emphasis on cognitive-behavioral and social learning 
techniques (Petersilia, 2011). It focuses on high-risk justice-involved persons and integrates 
family and peers to reinforce positive messages (Petersilia, 2011). The data from 38 programs 
utilizing the model was analyzed and found that recidivism for high-risk justice-involved per-
sons decreased by 20 percent for some programs (Petersilia, 2011). The Boston Reentry Initia-
WLYHIRFXVHGRQKLJKULVNMXVWLFHLQYROYHGSHUVRQVDQGRIIHUHGYDULRXVUHVRXUFHVZLWKDVLJQL¿-
cant emphasis on treatment modalities. In 2011, the participant’s recidivism rates decreased an 
estimated 30 percent compared to a matched group (Petersilia, 2011). Both models have shown 
VLJQL¿FDQWUHVXOWV+RZHYHUWKH&$5(PRGHOJRHVIXUWKHUE\PDNLQJFXOWXUDOFRPSHWHQF\DQG
communities part of the intervention. This is especially important to African American men 
ZKRIHHOGLVHQIUDQFKLVHGZKHQUHWXUQLQJWRWKHLUFRPPXQLWLHV$QRWKHUVLJQL¿FDQWFRPSRQHQW
of the CARE model is that it is not designed for just high-risk justice-involved persons like the 
other models, and it has an emphasis on African American men.
2.) Amend: Aside from entering problematic situations in their communities, individu-
6NLQQHU2VHL-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
als are also affected by post-release restrictions designed to surveil and control. Post-convic-
tion penalties restrict their voting rights, housing, employment opportunities, and the ability 
to associate with other felons, which includes close relatives (Clear, Rose, & Ryder, 2001; 
Alexander, 2012). The penalties designed to prevent recidivism are inadvertently isolating in-
dividuals from the communities they are expected to reintegrate (Clear et al., 2001). Governed 
by these rules and restrictions, they remain in a virtual prison, causing them to recidivate at 
higher rates (Alexander, 2012; Morenoff & Harding, 2014; Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 
2017). Post-conviction policies not only burden individuals impacted by incarceration, but they 
also restrict organizational-level systems and processes. 
Although the conversation around criminal justice reform has recently included modi-
fying laws that directly and indirectly impose post-conviction penalties, many are still leaving 
out the need for more psychological services and mental health resources. The CARE model 
suggests that legislation and policies be amended to include more of these resources, particu-
larly post-release and in the communities where these men are returning. Sawyer and Wagner 
also (2019) suggested that substantial investments be placed in social services and communi-
WLHV$PHQGLQJWKHFXUUHQWSROLFLHVZLOOQRWRQO\EHQH¿WWKHLQGLYLGXDOLPSDFWHGE\LQFDUFHUD-
tion but may also keep others from offending.
3.) Reintegrate: One of the main goals of reentry programs is to assist justice-involved 
individuals in reintegrating into their communities. Many reentry programs collaborate with 
local businesses, community organizations, and churches, which allow disenfranchised jus-
tice-involved men to engage in community matters. An example is Volunteers of America 
(VOA). VOA allows justice-involved persons to gain valuable exposure to potential future 
employers. More importantly, they also gain the ability to display job skills and reduce orga-
nizational concerns about their past infractions, which is a common issue voiced by potential 
employers conducting traditional job interviews with justice-involved persons. Although these 
programs are effective, the CARE model suggests that these organizations should also be aware 
of and informed on implementing TIC strategies when working with these men. Six study par-
WLFLSDQWVVWDWHGWKDWLQVHFXULWLHVIURPWKHLUWUDXPDSOD\HGDVLJQL¿FDQWUROHLQWKHLUVXFFHVVRI
reintegrating into home life and the workforce (Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017).
4.) Empowerment: Reducing post-conviction penalties and giving individuals impacted 
by incarceration a stake in their communities’ success will empower them to become produc-
tive citizens. Being perceived as a valuable member of society allows for reducing the stigma 
and emotional insecurity perpetuating the increased recidivism rates of African American men. 
The CARE model proposes that reentry programs become more inclusive of mentors and peer 
specialists from the communities these men are returning to. The study participants stated they 
would prefer more external support in addition to internal support (i.e., psychiatrists, social 
ZRUNHUVDQGSUREDWLRQRI¿FHUV6NLQQHU2VHL	6WHSWHDX:DWVRQ,QDGGLWLRQWRPHQ-
toring, the model is inclusive of volunteer and educational opportunities. Both will provide 
connections to potential employers and allow them to contribute to their communities and 




enced by justice-involved persons (Perry et al., 2011). Nevertheless, according to the World 
Prison Brief, America boasts the highest recidivism rates at 76 percent (Zoukis, 2017). Reentry 
programs must do a better job of addressing the trauma and emotional insecurity experienced 
by individuals impacted by incarceration.
Another confounding variable contributing to the demise of justice-involved African 
American men is the socially conferred roles placed on them by their environment. Society 
essentially regards their criminal history as a contagious disease that further isolates them from 
6NLQQHU2VHL-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
the community they are supposed to reintegrate (Austin, 2004). For African American males, 
the consequences of low status due to incarceration are compounded by racial discrimination 
and stereotypes that perceives them as unintelligent, dishonest, and aggressive (Austin, 2004). 
Consequently, the portrait of African American males puts them under heightened scrutiny and 
increases the number of adverse encounters with police and society. African American men, 
especially those involved in the justice system, face many oppressive factors. Therefore, part 
of the solution to reducing recidivism lies outside the individual’s immediate control and the 
organization advocating for them. Institutions involved in the criminal justice system must be 
part of the solution to alter the hostile environment experienced by African American men.
Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research
In addition to new themes, there are also more implications for policy, practice, and 
research related to reentry programs and justice-involved African American men.
Policy
7KHUH KDYH EHHQ VLJQL¿FDQW OHJLVODWLYH FKDQJHV DQG SURJUHVV VXFK DV 7KH 6HFRQG
Chance Act, The First Step Act, bipartisan collaborations, and a newly formed Council on 
Criminal Justice. Even with the considerable amount of progress that has been made, there 
is still a need for more legislative change. For example, The First Step Act covers federal 
justice-involved persons; however, an estimated 90 percent of people are incarcerated in state 
prisons (Hall, 2018). Also, employment barriers such as “blanket bans” and “good moral char-
acter clauses” must be eradicated (Umez & Pirius, 2018). Alleviating economic restrictions 
ZRXOGPDNHLWHDVLHUWRSDUWLFLSDWHLQWKHODERUPDUNHWDQGIXO¿OO¿QDQFLDOREOLJDWLRQVWRSDUROH
DQGSUREDWLRQRI¿FHUVDQGVXSSRUWVSRXVHVDQGFKLOGUHQ
Another policy issue that requires more attention concerns the various post-conviction 
restrictions designed to surveil and control these men’s behavior. There is an opportunity to co-
ordinate policies and services between law enforcement, judges, legislators, local businesses, 
and communities to facilitate a healthier relationship between these external constructs and the 
individual impacted by incarceration. Reevaluating the effectiveness and potentially amending 
some of the post-conviction restrictions placed on justice-involved men will alleviate some of 
their emotional insecurity that contributes to the increased recidivism rates of African Ameri-
can men. 
3UDFWLFH
In the United States an array of professionals work in the criminal justice system, such 
DVVRFLDOZRUNHUVSV\FKRORJLVWVSUREDWLRQRI¿FHUVDQGFRUUHFWLRQRI¿FHUV,QPDQ\LQVWDQFHV
these professionals work with justice-involved persons before and during incarceration and 
SRVWUHOHDVH2QHVLJQL¿FDQWLPSURYHPHQWWKH\FDQLPSOHPHQWLQWKHLUSUDFWLFHVLVDFKDQJHLQ
the language they use. As explained by Bandura (1989), socially conferred roles and stereotyp-
LFDOYLHZVLQÀXHQFHLQGLYLGXDOV¶WKRXJKWVDQGHPRWLRQDOVWDWHVZKLFKXOWLPDWHO\IRUPSDUWRI
their behavior. Revising the language used to address justice-involved persons will allow them 
to gain a more positive self-image and shed some of the stigma associated with incarceration 
(Skinner-Osei & Stepteau-Watson, 2017). The San Francisco Board of Supervisors adopted 
SHUVRQ¿UVWODQJXDJHJXLGHOLQHVZKLFKKDYHH[FOXGHGWKHWHUPVIHORQRIIHQGHUFRQYLFWDQG
juvenile delinquent (Matier, 2019). Now persons impacted by incarceration will be referred to 
as formerly incarcerated persons, justice-involved, returning residents, a person under supervi-
sion, or a young person with justice system involvement (Matier, 2019). 
$OVRSUDFWLWLRQHUVLQUHHQWU\SURJUDPVFRXOGEHQH¿WIURPDSSO\LQJDPRUHHFRORJLFDO
approach by allowing individuals to engage and adapt their behavior to the environmental con-
text as part of their program. There is an opportunity to use the transitional and heavily moni-
tored parole and probation period to coach and prepare for the complexity of reintegrating back 
into society. This would require reentry programs to conduct much of their behavioral training 
post-release to allow justice-involved African American men to report their lived experiences 
6NLQQHU2VHL-RXUQDORI3ULVRQ(GXFDWLRQDQG5HHQWU\9RO 
with society to trained professionals that can make situational assessments and help recalibrate 
and improve their interactions. To foster behavior change, individuals need to be informed by 
how the environment responds to their actions instead of conducting interventions in a sterile 
prison environment devoid of the contextual elements informing their behavioral responses.
5HVHDUFK
Over the last decade, numerous programs have been implemented to help people im-
pacted by the justice system. To further improve program outcomes, the Council on Criminal 
-XVWLFHLGHQWL¿HGWKUHHNH\HOHPHQWVWKDWZLOOIXUWKHUHQKDQFHUHIRUPHIIRUWVGLVVHPLQDWH
conclusive evidence between the jails, prisons, and courts; 2.) continue to support ideas across 
the entire reform spectrum; and, 3.) conduct additional research to determine effective methods 
(Head, 2019).
It is also imperative that researchers further explore how external factors outside the 
organization’s boundaries affect the outcomes of reentry programs. External implementation 
FRQWH[WVDUHEHQH¿FLDOIRUFRPSOH[LQWHUYHQWLRQVWKDWLQYROYHPXOWLSOHLQWHUUHODWHGFRPSRQHQWV
that extend and interact with larger systems and communities in which they are embedded 
(Watson et al., 2018). A systematic literature review by Watson et al. (2018) examined how 
the external implementation context constructs could serve as barriers or facilitators in pro-
JUDPLPSOHPHQWDWLRQ7KHFRQVWUXFWVZHUHSURIHVVLRQDO LQÀXHQFHVSROLWLFDOVXSSRUW
(3) social climate, (4) local infrastructure, (5) policy and legal climate, (6) relational climate, 
(7) target population, and (8) funding and economic climate. All these constructs interact with 
each other and constrain the organizational implementation without being in their direct con-
trol. Therefore, to improve current reentry programs’ effectiveness, organizations cannot rely 
on internal administrative manipulations alone to solve the complex problem of integrating 
individuals impacted by incarceration back into society (Watson et al., 2018).  
$Q H[DPSOH RI DQ RUJDQL]DWLRQ WKDW KDV EHQH¿WHG IURP DQ H[WHUQDO LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ
context approach is the Housing First model. The model is used with chronically homeless 
individuals with serious mental illness and substance use disorder (Watson et al., 2018). The 
VLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHPRGHOLVWKHIRVWHULQJRIUHODWLRQVKLSVDQGFRRUGLQDWLRQZLWKH[WHUQDOHQWL-
WLHV5HHQWU\SURJUDPVFRXOGEHQH¿WIURPDGRSWLQJDVLPLODUDSSURDFKDVPDQ\SDUWLFLSDQWV
involved in the Housing First model have also been impacted by incarceration.
Conclusion 
 In 2019, 45,075 justice-involved persons were released from federal custody, and an 
estimated 3,100 were released per the First Step Act (Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2019). Despite 
the progress, there are still many issues that are not being addressed and will continue to foil 
all efforts to successfully reintegrate justice-involved African American men into society and 
their families. The common conception of assisting individuals impacted by incarceration is to 
SURYLGHSUDFWLFDOQHHGVVXFKDVKRXVLQJIRRGDQGHPSOR\PHQWZKLFKDUHRIWHQLQVXI¿FLHQW
when the core of their issues is related to psychological factors. In addition to providing prac-
tical needs and psychological assistance, reentry programs should serve as a mediator between 
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